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LOVER GIRL 


For a big man he was gentle. She wanted to 
scream at him to get rough, to hurt her. 

Finally she ignited like a flare exploding. She 
surged against him, convulsing with demand. 
The night pinwheeled around her in a scalding 
rotation of pulsing, agonized rhythm. 

The blending of pleasure and torture in her 
was exquisite. She raked his back with her nails. 
She had never realized she was a creature of 
such rare, sensual appetite. She found his hand 
and squeezed. — 

“Darling, | love you. Oh, | do. I do.” 

"i know.” His chuckle was low and content, 
“Me, too." 

You bastard, she thought . » « 
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THE day stood at noon, hot and dusty. The fair was 
drawing capacity crowds and the carnival midway 
was a hunting ground for thrill-seeking humanity. A 
large crowd, predominantly male, milled about be- 
fore the girlie show, Tae HorLYwoop MonELS. 
The show’s talker, darkly handsome and natty in 
the heat, trod the bally platform with lazy grace, the 
mike cuddled in his palm like a precious medal. He 
strode up and down pointing to the four girls with his 
cane like an auctioneer stressing the prize points of 
beef cattle. i 
He chanted into the mike: “Hi lookee! Hi lookeel 
This is where the girls are. They shake it east. They 
shake it west. They shake it where the shaking’s best.” 
He smirked lewdly. “Yes, sir. They shake and quiver 
like a bowl of jelly on a cold and frosty morning.” 
The individual who had selected the girls had 
clearly believed in the cliché that variety was the 
spice of life. There was a redhead, a blond and a 
brunette; the fourth girl had brown hair. | 
Jean Winters, the second girl in line, was the blond. 
Jean was tall and lissome, with long lovely legs and 
high breasts as aggressive as nose cones. She was 
twenty, a number of years younger than the other 
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SEX DANCER 
three. Her beauty was fresh and exciting, standing 
out like a recent addition to a wilted bouquet. 

Jean was hot and tired. And bored—God, how 
bored! She gazed out over the heads of the crowd 
with a vacant expression. 

Then she gave a muted yelp of pain as a hard toe 
descended on the arch of her foot. The talker stood 
close, his rosebud mouth almost touching her cheek. 
His breath reeked of gin. 

“Look alive, kiddo,” Nick Diles said out of the 
porne ee a "Eels i no mgr: Sle, dace 
it, smile.” 

Hastily Jean arranged her face in a smile of sorts. 
As he turned away, Nick flicked at her wrapper with 
the tip of his cane. The robe folded back, exposing a 
length of naked leg. An intake of male breaths swept 
Se cree tee tere en wee 
like a wave. Jean hurriedly pulled the wrapper 
Each of the girl long scarlet 

e wore a long scarlet wrapper, 
oosely belted at the waist. Their instructions were to 
show, now and then as if by accident, an eyewink of 


Now Nick directed the attention of his listeners to 
the big banners stretched high across the front of the 
tent, again using the cane as a pointer. Each banner 
depicted the female figure, daringly unclothed, a G- 


Nick picked up his chant again. He had a deep, 
rich voice that suggested, by nuances of tone alone, 
the countless sensual delights housed in the tent. 
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“The girls you see here, ladies and gents, are only a 
small part of the parade of beauties you'll see in- 
side.” Dramatically he aimed the cane at the banners. 
As he turned back again, he casually looped an arm 
around Jean’s shoulders and pulled her out of line. 
She stepped forward and the wrapper swung open 
again, disclosing her legs far up the thighs. There 
was no sign of a skirt or dress underneath the wrap- 
per. Eyes brightened, lips moistened and pursed in 
whistles as a collective sigh passed through the 
crowd of men. | 

“Now this little lady . . . Little? Did I say little? ” 
Nick leered, turning Jean about so that the high 
breasts stood out in profile to the audience, Nick 
drew an appreciative chuckle from his listeners. 
“This little lady is the star performer in our Garden 
of Eden production. Yes, indeed.” Nick rolled his 
eyes and smacked his lips while Jean lowered her 
eyes demurely. “Yes, sir, Jean is our little Eve. For 
raea atal opened ar Bebe tes 
t you, can see w ppe to Eve in th 
Garden of Eden.” i 

Nick waved Jean back into line. “But inside you 
will see all this and more. You will see every fiber, 
every muscle, every curve of these luscious bodies in 
constant motion. It’s a show that makes the old feel 
young again and the young feel old before their time. 
You've heard of the Fountain of Youth, gents? This 
is it! You owe it to your wives and sweethearts to see 
this show. I'll personally guarantee you'll e out 
feeling like a new man. Hurry now, the show starts 


At Nick's gesture there was a blare of music from 
the tent and the girls yelled, did a fast bump and 
grind and minced from the bally platform. | 
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As she entered the tent, Jean heard Nick start his 
erind. “Hurry, hurry, hurry! Get your tickets, gents. 
The show starts right away. This is where the girls 
are, Blondes, brunettes, redheads—all shapes, sizes 
and forms. We've got em all and they're all yours for 
the one price of admission.” 

The girlie show tent was the largest on the mid- 
way. The top of the tent was held up by two lines of 
poles about ten feet apart running down the middle. 
The seats were be planks on stanchions, the 


burlesque, bumps and grinds and hoochy-cooch, the 
model show displayed a line of girls posing in the 
nude, or as near nude as the law allowed, with a 
gauze curtain between them and the audience. 
Funk's Greater Shows had only one girlie show, The 
Hollywood Models. This was the doing of Nick Diles, 
the show’s owner as well as its talker, Nick had insist- 
ed on a monopoly before he would consent to join 
the carny. In return his show combined features of 
the usual two shows, providing three acts. It opened 


ber and closing with Jean’s Garden of Eden produc- 
tion. In some towns the girls could work with only a 
G-string, in others a bra also had to be used. For this 
week and for some time to come Funk’s advance 
man had worked out a deal with the local po- 
lice; the girls could work in the buff. 

| there was, of course, the blow-off, the after- 
show, taking place in a small tent behind the big one. 
Admission: one dollar. It seldom featured more than 


two girls, usually just one. Everything went during 
3 10 | 


SEX DANCER 


the blow-off. Jean had watched it once a few days 
after joining the show. She had been sickened by 
what she saw and had never gone near it since. 

As the girls gathered in the dressing tent behind 
the stage truck to get ready for the show, Esther 
Townes sought out Jean. Before Jean had joined the 
show Esther had performed the Garden of Eden 
number. Esther was a redhead, tall and bountifully 
curved, with a large bust and good legs; she had a 
round, cupid’s face. But Esther was putting on 
weight, her hips broadening, her thighs thickening. 
She reminded Jean of ripe fruit left too long on a 
tree. She wore an air of availability as other girls 
wore a new hat. Esther worked the blow-off. 

Her high voice sharp with malice, she said, “You'd 
better get with it, Jeanie, or Nick’ll boot that cute fan- 
ny of yours right off the ballysome night” = 

ee ee “Suppose you Jet me handle 
Nick.” 

“I'm talking about showtimes, not after.” 

“And just what is that crack supposed to mean?” 

“You’ve got ears, dearie. You heard me loud and 
clear.” The woman’s black eyes glittered. 

Then she turned and marched away with an exag- 
gerated roll of hip. She was wearing the shorts and 
halter the girls wore under their wrappers while on 
the bally platform. Her ample buttocks jounced with 
each step, her thigh muscles cording. 

Some day I’m going to clobber that snotty bitch, 
Jean thought. The words rang so clearly in her mind 
that she was sure she had spoken aloud. But a glance 
around told her that none of the girls had overheard. 


The spotlight came on like a fiery sunburst. Jean 
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SEX DANCER 
felt its warmth flow up her legs, down her arms and 


inside her. As always, she was a little nervous at the © 


beginning of her number. She remembered one of the 
first things Nick had told her. “Forget about those 
baldheads watching, kiddo. Play to one person. A 
man—your lover, your dream guy. Play to him, For- 
get everybody else.” | 

Then the warmth from the spot settled in her belly 
like the glow from a shot of brandy and she forgot the 
eyes watching her. She played to her phantom lover. 

In the center of the stage stood a great tree. 
The backdrop behind Jean depicted a jungle scene. 
She wore a single-piece garment of shimmering black 
material that struck her midway of the thighs like a 
shortie nightgown. Jean pirouetted slowly, dreamily, 
around the tree to the accompaniment of soft music 
off-stage. Then the stagehand who had been hidden 
behind the tree slithered out serpent-like, holding out 
an apple to her. The music picked up with a heated, 
erotic beat. Jean glided toward the serpent-man, her 
fingers almost touching the apple before she shrank 
away with a shudder. Again and again she ap- 
proached and danced away. Her mouth fell open, her 
lips wet and inviting. Her magnificent breasts rose 
and fell; her hips went in and out, then moved in 
a circular motion. Once more she danced toward the 
apple. 

A groan swept the audience. A raucous voice hoot- 
ne ae Eve, G’wan, take the damned 
apple!” 

Jean snatched the apple from the serpent-man and 
put it to her mouth. The music stopped. Jean bit into 
the apple. There was a thunder of drums; lightning 
illuminated the stage with a lurid flash. The spotlight 
went off, plunging the tent into darkness. 
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When the spot came on again, the gauze curtain 
was between Jean and the audience. She was nude 
except for a flesh-colored G-string. Her flesh had the 
tint of pale ivory in the spot. A concerted sigh es- 
caped the crowd. 

Jean danced with abandon now. She danced with 
her eyes, her breasts, her legs, her hips, her pelvis. 
She danced a pantomime of lust. 

The music quickened and Jean exploded. Her 
breasts were in constant, frenzied motion. Her hips 
moved back and forth, from side to side, at first slow- 
ly and then rapidly increasing in tempo. She was 
Eve incarnate, abandoned in the wanton rhythms of 
love. 

A whimper shook the crowd, a whimper that be- 
came a roar. The animal sounds it made beat against 
her ears like the pounding of surf. 

Jean’s slender hands moved over her body like a 
lover’s hands, caressing her hips, her flat, gyrating 
abdomen. She placed her palms under the proud 
breasts and lifted them toward the watchers in an of- 
fering of lust. 

Then she dug her fingers deep into the foam of 
blond hair and wrenched her head back. And, with a 
piercing shriek, she fell backward onto a tiger skin 
that had been spread on the stage during the black- 
out. eee oe a ve a man dressed only 
in a breechcloth coming onstage from the left. The 


spot followed him as he strode across to where Jean 
lay. Then they were both in the spot. Jean, her hips 
and breasts in motion, held out her arms to him. 

Again the drums rolled. Again the lights went out. 
The silence held the sting of a whiplash. Then Jean 
screamed, a sound conveying pain and ecstasy, rap- 
ture and torment. 
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The show was over. The lights came on full. Nick 
Diles stood before the fallen curtain, mike cupped 
in his hand. He began his pitch for the blow-off, 


It was close to midnight; the long day was nearly 
done. Since Jean did not take part in the blow-off, 
she got away early. Instead of going immediately 
to her trailer, she put on her bally costume, belted 
the wrapper tightly around her waist, slipped her 
tired feet into a pair of sandals and went across the 
midway to the motordrome, The Wall of Death. She 
was in time for the last show. The approach to the 
drome was heralded by the popping roar of the mo- 

A new man was in the ticket booth. He was tall, 
lean, with a thick shock of red hair. He was wearing 
a white silk shirt, white gabardine riding breeches 
and white boots. The wide black belt around his nar- 
row waist was the only item of clothing not white. 
It was the standard costume for the drome riders. 

He was grinding into the mike, his voice flat, slight- 
ly hoarse. “Last show just starting inside, folks. You’re 
just in time to see it all. Step right up. Twenty-five 
cents, one quarter of a dollar.” 

Jean started up the steps past the half-booth. 

“Hey! Just a minute.” With a lithe bound the ticket 
seller blocked her path. “No free shows tonight.” 

Jean glanced up at him. God, he was ten feet 
tall. His eyes were as gray as slate and just as un- 
friendly. 

She said coolly, “I'm with it.” 

“Yeah, yeah. And how do I know that?” he asked 
with a trace of insolence. 

“Tm with the model show.” 
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“Again, how do I know?” 

“Oh, for God’s sake!” she said in disgust. In a sud- 
den gesture she opened the robe. 

The tall man’s reddish-brown eyebrows climbed; 
his gaze slowly traveled the pink and white length 
of her body. His mouth puckered in a silent whistle. 

Jean felt a flush mount to her face. It was still a 
mystery to her why she could dance naked before a 
group of men and yet one man— 

She snapped the robe closed. 

“Well, now.” His face cracked in a grin, that was 
as sudden and sweet as a small boy’s on his first 
eee Sen yr ere Be my 
guest!” 


He stepped aside with a flourish. Jean mounted 
the steps quickly, passing within inches of him. She 
held herself tense, half-expecting a pat on the rear 
as she went by. She felt his gaze on her all the way 
to the top. 

The motordrome was a circular wooden pit thirty 
feet high and thirty-three feet in diameter. In carny 
slang the motordrome was known as the silo. The 
Sen ep eeare eee 

e top. 

On the bally platform was a set of steel rollers 
something like an improvised treadmill. Nearby 
leaned a motorcycle, idle now that the last bally of 
the night was over. To collect a crowd before the 
bally, one of the riders rode the motorcycle on the 
rollers, performing stunts such as standing upright 
on the saddle with arms folded. 

Jean joined the spectators on the wooden catwalk 
that ran around the top of the drome and looked 
down into the pit. Near the top was a steel safety 
cable. The show was just beginning. 
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With the popping roar of engines and the jumping 
crash of tires across the planks, two motorcycles 
crossed and crisscrossed one another on ee 
degree perpendicular wall at dizzying speeds. The 
riders wore uniforms similar to that of the ticket 
seller’s but with the addition of white crash helmets, 
Sometimes the wheels came perilously close to the 
safety cable and the crowd, gasping, leaped back 
in uniso 


During her brief time with the carnival, Jean had 
seen all the shows at least once but only the motor- 
_ in,awe of them, viewing them much as she would tall, 
white-clad gods. Each time she thrilled anew, her 
heart in her throat, the rest of the world, even the 
midway, fading from her consciousness. 

Now the trick rider was in the pit. The motorcycle 
whirled around the steep walls of the silo at forty 
sideways in the saddle. Then he perched on the han- 
dle bars, one foot on the seat. For the finale he stood 
aas Anini Donan R Maaie teats cease 

ack, calmly smiling up at 
the onlookers. F 

Jean glimpsed a blur of white at her side and she 
glanced around. The redheaded ticket seller stood 
next to her. He gazed down into the silo with a look 
of hypnotic fascination, his face white and set, his 

Confident he had not noticed her, Jean studied him 
intently. His nose was too large, with a broken slant, 
his ears too large and set out from his skull, for him 
to be handsome. 
The motorcycles revved up with a noise like the 
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popping of a kettle of giant firecrackers and Jean 
looked once again into the silo. There were four cy- 
cles on the wall now, crossing and crisscrossing with 
reckless abandon. The drome, vibrating madly, 
seemed in imminent danger of Meery The 
ilo 


redhead gripped the top edge of the with such 
force his knuckles shone white. 


One of the motorcycles came too close; its front 
wheel grazed the guard cable. The crowd screamed 
as with one throat and shrank back. But the redhead 
stood without moving, his gaze riveted on the whirl- 
ing cycles. 

- And then it was over. The motors cut, the vehicles 
coasted ghostlike to the bottom. Jean’s ears rang in 
the sudden silence. But she was disappointed; the 
lion act was not going on tonight. Sometimes the lion 
was too tired and cross by the end of a long day to 
risk a final performance and the act was scrubbed for 
the last show. If any patrons complained, they were 
offered free tickets good the next day. 

The crowd began to stream out. Soon only Jean 
and the ticket seller were left. 

Jean felt compelled to speak. “It’s over now. The 
show's over.” Unintentionally her voice held a sting 
of sarcasm. 

The man whipped around at her, the gray eyes 
storming into life. For an instant Jean thought he was 
going to hit her. She stood her ground without flinch- 


ing. 

Then he relaxed. “So it is.” And now he looked at 
her with interest, He smiled palely. “Oh, it’s the girl 
who's with it.” 
ae me, do you ride?” She nodded down into the 
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His lean face tightened. “No, I don’t ride, I'm a 
ticket seller, remember?” 

“I thought maybe—” 

“Do me a favor, will you?” His voice was savage. 
“Just don’t think. Will you do that for me? And 
hadn’t you better scoot back to the flesh tent? Or isn’t 
this your night to work the blow-off?” 

Jean flushed as she felt a pulse of anger, Involun- 
tarily her hand flew up and delivered a stinging 
slap across his mouth. His mouth felt hard; a growth 


“You were dressed enough to come here.” He ges- 


tured, grinning. “There I go again. Look, I know we 
Bot of on the wrong foot, and #.was-my fault 


She found it difficult to resist his grin, “All right. 
“Mace Strange, here,” he said and stuck out his 


Jean told him her name and accepted his hand. 
His grip was firm. 

“Good. Now let’s go have that coffee while there’s 
still some left.” | 

She allowed him to take her arm and they started 
up the midway. The lights were out now except for a 
spaced string of bulbs overhead that were left on all 
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The cook tent was crowded and they had to wait 
for a table. A quick glance around the tent told Jean 
that Nick Diles was not present. A sigh escaped her. 

At Mace’s look of inquiry she said, “I’m bushed. 
I don’t think I like fair dates.” | 

During ordinary carnival bookings, still dates, the 
hours were normally from six until midnight but dur- 
ing fair dates all carny employees went on a man- 
killing schedule, from ten in the morning until 
midnight. . 

— gave her a look of sympathy. “Your first fair 
date? 

“It certainly is. The other stands weren't so bad. 
But this—” i s 

“You'll get used to it. Tell me, tiger—this your first 
season with it?” 

She nodded silently, waiting for the next question. 

Tt came. “Why did you join up?” 

She couldn’t help laughing. “Now you tell me 


question of a newcomer, Carnies are supposed to be 
close-mouthed and I don’t know how many times I've 
been asked that question in the three months I've 
been with it.” 

“I guess it’s the usual question,” he said. He con- 
sidered the problem gravely. “I guess it’s because we 
carnies are an unique breed of cat, mostly misfits, 
Td say. I suppose we're always curious about the new 
recruits for that very reason.” | 

He paused to take out a pack of cigarettes and 
shook out two, giving her one. He offered her a light 
before saying seriously, “Now tell me, tiger... Why 
did you join up?” 
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MOST of the girls had hotel rooms in town. But 
Jean lived in a house trailer back of the show tent. 
The trailer belonged to Nick Diles and was reserved 
exclusively for the star of the show. Nick had his 
own trailer, larger and more opulent, located up 
front near the trailer of Leo Funk the carnival’s 


[ihe tek Seek Bees her door was 
unlocked. She knew, even before she saw the glow 
of his cigarette, that Nick was waiting for her. For 
a brief moment she considered turning and walking 








“Okay, kiddo, okay. Don’t get sore, Just check- 
ing.” His nervous chuckle sounded. “We had a big 
night tonight, you know that?” 

ao "Nik che sald: with studied dndit 
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“‘That’s fine, Nick,’” he mocked her. “You were 
a smash tonight, Jeanie. Don’t you even care?” 

“Not particularly. What does it get me? So you 
made a few extra dollars tonight. I'm happy for you, 
Nick, Is that what you wanted me to say?” 

“Yes, that’s what I want you to say. That's what 
you should say,” he said, his voice tight with anger. 
“Like I told you, we're going places, you and I.” 

“Yes, you've told me, Nick,” Jean said wearily. 
“So far, where has it got me?” 

“It takes time, kiddo, it takes time. I told you 
that.” He assumed a more reasonable tone. “We 
have to build you up. But you’ve got what it takes 
to make the big time.” | 

“Is that what you told all the others, Nick?” 

“What others?” 

“Esther, for one.” 

“Esther? That pig. She was a born carny, She was 
born small time and she'll stay small time. She'll 
end up a fat broad running the candy apple con- 
cession.” 

“Where is she?” 

“How the hell should I know or care?” She heard 
the shrug in his voice. “She was in my trailer the 
last time I saw her.” | 
oo NEE Sna 


ay. 
“So she made a crack,” he said impatiently. “I 
didn’t come here to talk about Esther.” 
Jean felt along the wall for the light switch. 
“Nol Leave it off. We don't need any light.” 


here, kiddo.” 
She did not move. Curiously, her thoughts swung 
| 21 





Against her will she went to him. In the forward 
pat Eae uE TE sy ou Aer agin pe gg 


g 


a ae aes 
He er down on p. pas- 
sive in his arms. She submitted to his caresses in 


But Nick’s trade was women and he was skilled 
at all phases of it. He folded the wrapper away 
from her shoulders like the pelt of an animal. His 
mouth was tight and hard on the skin of her neck 
and shoulders. 
eats ae 


na allem tongue 
knu rolled back and forth like oiled bearings on 
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Then Nick hooked his fingers in the top of her 
shorts and began to tug them down over her hips. 
He bent her backward into the corner of the nook. 

“All right, damn you, all right.” Jean cried. “But 
we're not a couple of high school kids parked some- 
where in a jalopy.” 

She slipped off his lap and made for the bed at 
the other end of the trailer. His hot breath was on 
her neck all the way. She stepped out of the shorts 
and fell back onto the bed. Dimly she heard the 
rustle of garments as Nick stripped away his clothes. 
Then he joined her. 

She willed her mind a blank. Her body took over 
as she sank writhing into a well of sensation. His 
hands were everywhere and she abandoned herself 
to them. He stroked her quivering thighs. His fin- 
gers brought her breasts to shivering points. 

His lips found hers. Her tongue was a craziness 
in the cave of his mouth. Her body responded avid- 
ly to his caresses. Her eyes rolled as in a shackled 
tee sae rete in demand, 


eee fed tas lea “Now?” 

ey now,” she said through gritted 
teeth. 

Her hips slammed into him with explosive force. 
On an expulsion of breath she clawed insanely at 
his back. She whipped and threshed under him, a 
captive to her own torment. Their bodies meshed 
with the ease of long familiarity. Each knew, and 
met, the demands of the other. 

As Jean swung high on a tide of rapture, a roar- 
ing sound grew in her ears. A tiny part of her mind 
not engaged with the sensations rocking her spun 
E 








SEX DANCER 


in her ears became th thunder of 
AAEE TEE pne 
smell of burning gasoline, and the — 


Steaalibertinped her Site ates, Their bodies were 
slippery with sweat. Nick’s weight was heavy on 
her. She felt a trapped sense of terror. With an ef- 
fort, she rolled him away. 

After a moment he sat up on the edge of the bed 
_ and felt around in the dark for his clothes. “Tve 


He stood without moving for a little time. “Okay, 
Jean. It's been a long day, I know.” His voice had 
a ring of uncertainty, “Good night, kiddo.” 


sire, yet there remained a core of tension in her like 
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a knotted hand. Gradually her head ceased its roll- 
ing and she lay drowsing, her mind unclear. But 
sleep would not come, Her thoughts moved to Mace 
Strange. She stirred; suddenly she was wide awake. 

His name fitted. He was indeed a strange per- 

inte anag Vet daily hance toy soaa 

hini sho doaki not dedna. Doig dakonts go- 
ing to like him. 
join 

There was nothing unique, ee ee 
her reasons. Except, perhaps, to her.. 


Jean had been one of a family of six in a small 
town in New Mexico. The family was neither rich 
nor poor. There had been no childhood traumas to 
drive her away from home. Only a dream. 

Born with a better than average beauty, an 
athlete’s agility and an athlete’s control over her 
body, Jean had early set her sights on show busi- 
ness, She desperately wanted to be a dancer. She 
watched all the golden dancers with the long legs 
and the graceful feet flit across the movie screens 
with a hunger that was almost a sickness. And all 
her dancing teachers—especially Miss Lowe who 
Ee ae ee ee S 


At nineteen she prevailed on her long-suffering 
father to finance a trip to Hollywood. Where else? 
Where had all the others gone to rocket from ob- 
scurity to world fame? 

In Hollywood she found a surfeit of girls who 
wanted to dance, many with more talent, some 
with perhaps less. But nog. iia did talent matter? At 
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every audition there was a line of girls stretching 


And then she met Nick Diles. 

She had answered a blind ad in a Hollywood 
trade paper: “Girls wanted. Dancers. Must be 
y single, unattached. Must be tall, shapely, 
o 


experience necessary.” 
The last line had sounded a faint alarm but her 
money was gone and she was desperate. Going 
home in defeat was unthinkable. She just knew if 
she could hang on long enough, the first break 
would surely come. 

There was a telephone number included in the 
ad and Jean dialed it. A man—Nick she was later 
to learn—answered and gave her an appointment. 
He had rented a small office just off Hollywood 
Boulevard and had also rented a piano to go with 
it. 

Jean had never met anyone like Nick. He was 
dapper, his clothes as fussily exact as a clothing 
dummy’s. He was slender, of medium height, with 
hair as black and straight as an Indian’s, His nar- 
my ee 8 expressionless. His habit- 

ual expression was what, she supposed, could be 
called dead-pan. But his eyes, black and probing, 
as active as scurrying mice, made up for his lack 
of facial expression. He had a way of studying her, 
ee ee en Sen ee eee unnerved 

For the interview they were alone in the office. 
He greeted her without enthusiasm. As they ex- 
changed introductions, his gaze moved over her 
figure in appraisal. At the end he gave a slight 
nod that encouraged her. 

a he said in 
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his rich voice, motioning her to a chair alongside 
the piano. “And talk. Tell me about yourself.” 

“Talk? But don’t you want to see me dance?” 

“Dance?” His thin eyebrows arched. “Oh, yeah. 
Sure. But later, First things first.” 

__ He sat across from her. His glance lingered on 
her knees as she sat down. The black dress she 
had worn to set off her naturally blond hair was 
ee Se eee ee ee ee 
She squirmed, tugging it down. A faint smile 
touched his ruby-red mouth. 

Uncertain how to begin, she asked, “What shall 
I talk about?” 

“Where you came from. Your family, relatives, 
boy friends, lovers, ambitions. . . the whole can of 
worms.” 

E VOAL E ASAE Vele TOPE A 
and there had been nobody she could unburden 
herself to. Once she she told him every- 
thing, perhaps too much. As she talked, Nick 
oka hi ootia V RA 


rhumba, an abortive Twist routine and a tap 
dance. In the whirling finale of the tap, her skirt 
e EE a E 


Eyes glittering, Nick leaped up from the piano, 

“All right, Miss Winters. That'll do it. 

Rian te A oana ARAE JUAN 

was a habit of his. He made a frame of his hands 

as she had seen TV directors do and studied her 
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through it. He motioned with his head. “Up. Up with 
the skirts, kiddo,” he said 

Jean had encountered this request before. She 
complied, but not without some embarrassment. 

Finally he nodded and said casually, “Ever do 

any burlesque, Miss Winters?” 
_ Burlesque? Of course not, she said with a sense 
outrage. 

He nodded again. “Good. That’s the way I 
want it. I can teach you all you need to know.” 
He grinned for the first time. “Its not tough. You 
just do what comes nat 

She said indignantly, “Look here, Mr. Diles. If 


Pree spe pom moe Ta balangor: Twoi 
ve—” 


“Why not? What’s wrong with it? Many of the 
headliners in show business today got their start 
in burlesque.” 


“That may be true,” she said, “but to dance 
nearly naked before all those people.. .I-I just 
don’t think I can do it” - 

“It’s the oldest bit in show business, going back 
to the belly dancers of the Nile. As for the 
other—” he gestured airily—“You'll get used to it. 
Believe me, they all do. Soon you won't think any 
more of it than undressing before your own bed- 
pylon 

Me ean was shaking her head, “But burlesque. No, 
“It’s not exactly burlesque I had in mind. I own 
and operate a carny girlie show,” he said without 
embarrassment. “And I need a star attraction for 
the coming season. TIl build a whole act around 


you, 
“A carnival? God, what'd I get into?” Jean 
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clutched her purse to her as though he stood re- 
vealed as a low-life thoroughly capable of snatch- 
ing it. She started for the door. “Oh, no, Mr. Diles. 
Thank you, but no.” 

He barred her way. “Look, Miss Winters. Lis- 
ten a minute, will you? You're hungry, you have 
no job and no prospects. In a week or a month, 
youll have to go back home and admit to the 
ee te you didn’t have what it took. Am I 
right? 

She returned his bright stare without speaking. 
He was putting into words what lately had been in- 
creasingly in her mind. 

“I’m offering you a chance to make a name for 

, to learn show business. Youre young, 
iddo, green as grass. You need experience and 
polish. Ill give it to you and pay you good money 
while you're at it. Where could you get a better 
deal?” He made a disparaging gesture. “And don't 
believe all that crap you've heard about carnies. 
They're not so bad, believe mel” 

She tried to push past him but he would not 
let her go. | 

“You're just what I want, kiddo. I've looked at 
some twenty broads this week but you've got it. 
Look, I don’t intend to be a carny all my life. 
I've got an idea for a big production. Maybe 
Broadway, who knows?” He chuckled. “Crazier 
things have happened. If you've got what I think 
you have, the time may come soon. Together, you 
and me, with our names in lights. How about 
that, kiddo?” 

Now he stood aside. “Anyway, you think about 
it. Yl be in town another week. You can reach 
me at this number.” 
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In the end, on the last day of the week’s dead- 
line, Jean did as he must have known she would. 


But, before the show opened, Nick had taught 
her other things, as well. Jean had been a virgin 
but that state of affairs came to an end the week 
Sse eed Bit Ua mad, mane Ezom tho 

grind, plied with dinner and champagne un- 
der the guise of celebrating her newly-attained 
proficiency, aroused by Nick’s accomplished tech- 
nique, she allowed him to make love to her. All 
these excuses and more, she made for herself later 
but she knew, deep down, that she had not found 
it at all distasteful. Nick made love with the art- 
fulness of long experience and he swept her to 
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| eae of pleasure she had never dreamed ex- 


eke ka ca bead a his 
lovemaking brought a new freedom and interpre- 
tation to her act. For, since she had known no 
other, Nick Diles was the phantom lover she 


danced to in the Garden of Eden. 
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THE next morning Jean awoke to the sound of rain 
on the trailer roof. She lay listening with a sensual 
delight. Rain was the bane of carny existence, but 
not so to her. She said a small prayer. If the rain 
would only continue all day, the carnival would not 
open at all. 

With a smile on her lips, she turned over and went 
back to sleep. When she awoke the second time, the 
warm rain was still coming down; the air was heavy 
and humid. It was past noon and she was hungry. 

She got out of bed, put on the electric coffee 
maker and took a hot shower. She belted a green 
caught up in a scarf, sat down with a cup of coffee 
and a heated breakfast roll. Halfway through 
second cup, the knock came on her door. 

itaattoe 
robe falling open in a plunging V. 

Mace Strange stood outside, wearing a yellow 
slicker and rain boots. The rain dripped from his hat. 
His sudden grin broke at the sight of her. 

Jean gasped and clutched the robe closed with one 
hand. “Mace!” 


“You were expecting maybe hobgoblins?” He 
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sniffed, craning his neck to look past her. “That cof- 


fee sure smells gòod. 

“Oh! Pm sorry. Come in out of the rain.” She 
stepped back with a flutter of her free hand. “I just 
got up and I—well, I'm not at my best in the morn- 


mg. 

“Morning?” He chuckled and surveyed her with a 

critical eye. “You look good to me, tiger, morning or 
afternoon.” 
He stepped in, shedding the slicker and hat. Un- 
derneath he wore an open-neck shirt and blue jeans. 
His tall male presence made the trailer seem uncom- 
fortably small. 

Jean felt her heart race; she was sure her face was 
stained pink. To cover her confusion, she went to 
the two-burner stove and poured a cup of coffee. 
Mace slid into the breakfast nook and she set the 
coffee before him. 

“I’m sorry I have nothing else to offer you but I 
usually eat at the cook tent. I’m lacking in female 
attributes, I guess. I’m a terrible cook. I can’t even 
eat my own cooking.” | 

“It’s the only female lack I can see,” he said his 
warm glance moving over her again. 

Face aflame, she hurried on, “All I could find to 
eat was a stale roll.” 

Quickly she sat across from him, making herself 
as small as possible. Damn him, why did he have to 
make her feel like a schoolgirl? a 

Mace picked up the cup between his palms and 
drank. He peered at her over the rim of the cup, 
his eyes amused. “I had breakfast hours ago.” 

Then, as though wearying of baiting her, he gazed 
out at the rain. A curtain of melancholy clouded his 
features. “I hate days like this. I feel restless, pent- 
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up. I feel like Sheba must feel in aer peeo smes 
I've watched her pacing, switching | . Mayl 
that’s it, do you think?” 

He moved his solemn gaze back to Jean. It took 
her a moment to remember that Sheba was the mo- 

A smile plucked at the corners of his mouth. “I 
mean, if I had a tail to switch, maybe I wouldn’t get 
so restless on rainy days, What do you think?” 

“Oh, not me!” Jean said hastily. She had difficulty 
breathing. “I love days like this. Nothing to do but 
loaf. No show to do...” 

“Heresy,” he muttered. “Pure heresy. Don’t you 
| a true carny hates rain?” 

“I guess Im just not a carny at heart,” she con- 
fessed. “Not yet. Maybe I never will be.” 





to rattle the cups. “But then what else is there for a 
_ misfit like me?” 

“Oh, Mace—” Impulsively she reached out a hand 
to cover his. “Don’t say that.” 
kaon?” be sal amragitr Yat ager Geen 
know about it?” 

Jean snatched her hand back. His abrupt changes 
of mood, from needling banter to bitter self-indict- 
ment, was unsettling, 

“Tell me, tiger,” he mused, “just what do you 
Started, the exid, “Who, nothing 

S said, , nothing. No more than 
what you told me last night.” i 

“Yeah, yeah. No gossip? No carny scuttlebutt?” 

34 


SEX DANCER 

“I never even knew you existed until last night,” 
she said with a show of anger. 

“Then I guess it’s time you knew about me.” 

He was interrupted by a knock on the door. 

Oh, dear God, Jean thought in terror; that’s Nick. 
What’s he going to say or do when he finds Mace 
here and me in just a robe? She sat frozen, staring 
at the door as though mesmerized. 

Mace had twisted about to look toward the door. 
The knock came again. He glanced around at her. 

“Well, aren’t you going to answer it?” | 

On trembling legs Jean arose and tottered toward 
the door. At least, it seemed to her she tottered. Ev- 
ery bruise Nick ever had inflicted on her throbbed 
like a remembered toothache, 

She opened the door. 

Lita Crown was in full regalia. She wore a white 
satin cap fastened under her chin, white boots and 
white whipcord breeches under a clear plastic rain- 
coat. And above all this splendor blossomed a scab- 
rous black umbrella that leaked water on her. She 
had a pistol strapped around her waist. Jean knew 
the pistol contained nothing but blanks. 

“Well, Miss Winters?” Lita’s lips drew together 
like the edges of a stitched wound. 

Jean tried to collect her wits. “I beg your pardon?” 

“I said, is Mace here?” 

Behind Jean, Mace spoke, “For God's sake, Lita, 
you know I’m here. Come on out of the wet.” 

Jean stepped back. “Yes, do come in.” 

Lita entered, detouring fastidiously around Jean, 
eying Jean’s lack of attire. Lita’s eyes were an icy 
mint-green. She was tiny and trim. Even so, she had 
a generous figure; neat, dimpled buttocks, fine legs 

35 








SEX DANCER 
and full breasts that strained against the sheer white 
louse. 

I'll bet she has no more bra than a monkey under 
that blouse, Jean thought. After closing the trailer 
door she followed Lita to the dining nook. The wom- 
an was a few years older than Jean. A few feathers 
of black hair escaped the snug cap. She walked with 
a strut and her curved derriere had the resilient 
bounce of live rubber. 

Mace hooted at the sight of her. “Well, look at 
you! What're you doing, giving a show for ducks?” 

“I have to give Sheba her exercise. You know that. 
Otherwise she’s unmanageable the next day,” Lita 
said primly. “Besides, I thought you wanted to try 
the walls again today, and—” 

Mace broke in. “I changed my mind.” 

“Try the walls?” Jean inquired. 

He looked at her, his gray eyes remote. “Tm train- 
ing to be a mope. Do you mind?” He scowled at 
Lita. “And what the hell are you training to be? My 
keeper?” 

“I saw you come in here, Mace.” She gestured 
prettily. “I hope you don’t think I'm spying on you.” 

“Now, why would I think a thing like that?” 

“Mace,” Jean said, “what’s a mope?” 

“A mope is a beginner, a green hand. A god- 

amateur, if you must know,” he snarled. 
Mace uncoiled his rangy body from the nook. “All 
right, Lita. You tracked me down. Let’s get the hell 
out of here,” 

He picked up his yellow slicker and brooded on 
it for a moment, then looked over at the transparent 
one Lita was wearing. “Symbolic, don’t you think?” 
He indicated his coat. “The color, I mean.” 
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Pray touched his shoulder. “Mace, don't. Just 
+” 
He shrugged away her hand. “Don’t what? You 
think I’m a child and can’t face up to facts?” 
Lita’s reply was cut short by another knock on the 


door. 

Mace snorted. “Brother—is this a busy place.” 

Thrown off guard by her other callers, Jean strode 
to the door and opened it wide. Nick, his narrow 
face shadowed by a day's growth of blue-black 
beard, stood scowling at her, his bloodshot eyes fixed 
on the robe. Then, trailing a wake of gin fumes, he 
ushed past her without a word. 

Whatever his original intentions, the sight of Lita 
apparently had thrown him off. “What are you doing 
here?” he demanded. “I saw Strange come in here, 
but not you.” l 

“You're late, Nick,” Mace said easily. His manner 
toward Nick was amused, a touch mocking. “I came 
in here long before Lita... Lita, this is Nick Diles, 
showman extraordinary.” His voice was edged with 

Jean saw Nick tense. 

“Pye caught your act, Lita.” Nick had only a 
meager nod for her, his gaze never leaving Mace. oh 
heard you were back, Strange, pushing tickets. Quite 
a comedown, isn’t it?” 

Mace’s eyes darkened. He shrugged. “You can say 
any damned thing you please, Nick. It's all been 
suid, ap by beter people: Gian. you cowl ores Seve 
to +> 

“You'll just wind up as a geek, eating live chicken 
heads in a ten-in-one,” Nick said. “But I want to 
know what you're doing here in Jean’s trailer.” 

“Having a cup of coffee, Nick. What else?” Mace 
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said innocently. He indicated the coffee cups with a 
sweep of his hand. I know she’s the star of your 
show, but that doesn’t give you the right to say who 
she invites in for coffee, does it?” 

“It does if I want it to,” Nick said. “This trailer 
belongs to me, and if I don’t want you in here, I 
don’t want you in here, Understand me?” 

Mace’s features turned hard. “Yeah. I understand 
you, Nick. And maybe better than you know.” 

He raised his hand and for an instant Jean thought 
he might hit Nick. Instead he scrubbed the palm 
down across his face. Then he turned to Lita and 
said in clipped tones, “It seems we're trespassing, 
Lita. Let’s go.” 

Lita nodded and they started out. But the ex- 
change with Nick seemed to have restored Mace’s 
good humor. As he passed Jean, he winked broadly. 

Nick stood at the door until it closed behind Mace 
Seeds achE seat apecieg eigen eaetae 
twisted in rage. In mincing : , advanced 
on her, one hand raised. per 

Jean dodged the slap. She ducked around him 
and backed up against the tiny stove. She reached 
behind her and closed one hand around the iron 

“Some day, Nick, Ill walk out on you.” 

“You do that, kiddo, and you'll blow the whole bit 
—that chance at the big time you're aching for.” 

a ee ee 

bruptly his manner changed. “Aw, hell, don’t be 
like that, Jean. I mean only what’s best for you. You 
and me—we want the same thing. You know what 
I think of you, kiddo.” 

“Do I, Nick?” she said evenly. “Sometimes I’m not 
so sure, Suppose you tell me.” 
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Smiling, he moved toward her. 


-Plastered across wooden fences and on barns were 
the posters: Commnc! Funx’s GreaTerR SHOWS) 
Fair dates and still dates, in rain and mud, in heat 
and dust, the carny came like a fire bell in the night, 
bringing excitement and exotic life to the drowsy 
Midwestern towns. The carny was a glittering prom- 
ise, a promise of prizes to be won at the games and 
of thrilling rides to be taken, a promise of untold 
wonders under canvas and of the titillation of old 
lusts renewed with the wanton display of female 
flesh. It did not matter that the promise was pat- 
ently false. No matter that the chance of winning 
the worthless prizes was zero, that the games were 
all rigged, no matter that the displayed flesh was 


Often, to Jean’s weary fancy, the faces were all 
than once that the same people must follow the 

Before joining the carny, Jean’s idea of a carni- 
val was vague, giving it the same attributes and di- 
mensions of a circus. But she learned that the two 
institutions were wholly different. A circus, com- 
pared to a carnival, was a single unit, performing 


en nea , although many circuses also 
operated ;, But a carnival was a collection 
of small concessions, rides and shows, each operat- 


ing independently, yet moving together from town 
to town and state to state, for the sake of conveni- 
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ence. The concessionaires and the showmen pitched 
their tents in a great oval, all facing inward. In the 
n of the oval were g paana — wheels 
and the merry-go-round, an e open hamburger 
joints, Sho odit candy both and the "My: 
tween these central booths and the big tents was an 
open space, strewn with sawdust. Although the en- 
tire carnival area was loosely called the midway, 
this open space—a narrow boulevard along which 
the people strolled gawking at the free bally per- 
formances and the come-ons—was properly the mid- 


way. 

Behind the tents was a circle of parked cars, the 
moving trucks—Funk’s Greater Shows moved over- 
land by truck, not by railway—the house trailers and 
the living tents of the carnival people. The cars and 
trucks parked nose to nose, or side by side, in much 


mee trd teenie ame 
night, a crop c ng tents spring up | 

mushrooms bursting out of moist earth. And then, 
one dawn, it would all vanish, leaving behind a har- 
vest of popcorn boxes, candied-apple sticks, wooden 
ice-cream spoons and other debris, all cluttering up 


When the last truck had roared away from the lot 
at sunrise, a horde of waiting townies would scatter 
across the location like starving buzzards. But what 
they looked for or what they ever found, nobody 
knew, for no carny, once gone, ever returned to last 
week’s lot—not until the next year. This was not due 
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to any ancient carny superstition but to fear. There 
was always a chance some hoodwinked townie 
would spot his hoodwinker and vent his venom with 
a forgotten tent stake. 

Next year? Well, time—it was hoped—would work 
its magic, and the once-disgruntled townie would re- 
turn, fresh-faced and forgiving, eager to be rooked 


again. 

A carnival, Jean discovered on joining, was a dif- 
ferent world, an environment apart. It was so alien 
to anything she had ever known that she was a little 
frightened in the beginning, but carny life was ever 
intriguing, the carnies themselves endlessly fascinat- 


ing. 

For carnies were truly a breed apart. She found a 
carnival a close-knit, clannish community with its 
own laws and social strata. The ride people associat- 
ed mainly with their own; the same held true for the 
concessionaires, the roustabouts, and the tent-show 
people. And yet if any carny got into trouble, every- 
one pitched in to help. Let a carny fall on hard times 
and the hat would pass around to return overflow- 


ing. 

Each carny unit was, in a way, a world of its own, 
existing inside the larger world of the carnival. Often 
an entire season passed without the members of one 
show having much more than a nodding acquaint- 
ance with the members of another show. This was 
due in part to each show having a different location 
on the midway with every new show lot. But mostly 
it came about, as Mace told Jean, through each show 
having its particular brand of misfits: the ten-in-one 
sideshow with its freaks, some real and some phony; 
the motordrome with its daredevils, the aristocrats of 
the midway; the girlie show with its parade of 
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twitching nudes, in the main cast-offs too old for the 
burlesque houses; the Negro minstrel show with its 
own built-in racial barriers, keeping the other car- 
nies at a distance; the athletic show with its punch- 
drunk fighters~all far, far down the glory trail. And 


cided to withhold judgment. 
As for Mace, he remained friendly but, after the 
meeting with Nick in the trailer, they never 1 





Of course, that first night Mace had questioned 





had not truly been “with it,” and perhaps she was 
not even yet a real carny. Sometimes she doubted 
if she ever would be one. 
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THE next week was a still date and Jean welcomed 
it gladly. Now she could sleep until noon or later. 
She could wash her underthings at leisure instead of 
doing the chore at one o'clock in the morning. 

But there was a serious drawback. The idle after- 


night was over he was loaded with : 
to fall into bed, And this was fine with Jean; he had 
pot touched: bar: sinop, tho. night ahe. pad. frst miot 
ace. 

The shorter hours left Esther with more 
rag thd aang aeagcanige we e CE a: 
gingly. Everywhere Jean went, Esther popped up 
sooner or later, her unblinking stare baleful. Esther 
began to wear on Jean's nerves. 

One hot, muggy night the girls were lined up on 
the platform for the last bally of the night. Business 
had been bad all evening; less than twenty people 
were gathered before the platform. The girls were 
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edgy and weary. Even the normally dapper Nick was 
affected by the heat, his clothing rumpled, his col- 
lar wilted; his dark face gleamed with sweat under 
ete teas tal ea cat 

Carnies, Jean had eternal optimists. 
When business was bad, they had an aphorism to fit: 
eon 1a tas eaaolibon end Mave the wae lari tal 
tails that much harder!” 

And that was exactly what Nick was doing. The 
mike was on full force; the sound of his voice rose 
above the clatter of the caterpillar ride directly across 
the midway from the show. Nick paraded up and 
down the platform needling the girls to life. 

Esther stood next to Jean in line. She looked old. 
She sagged; her posture was terrible, her face pale 
under the caked makeup. 

Nick stopped in front of her and ground the tip 
of his cane into her instep. “Wake up, pig! Look alive! 


ee oe 
Esther straightened; her wrapper gaped open. She 
aida bump and grind that, in her haste, was more 
et eee 
eng ee caught up in a grimace of hatred, 
glared venomously at Jean. 
Now just how can she blame me for that? Jean 
thought without too much concern. 
Nick ended his pitch with a flourish and the girls 
ran off the platform. Esther - Jean down 
the four wooden steps which re art 
PEO ae UER. JONS SE TOPEA E 
dimly that Esther was standing at the bottom of the 
e A A T T 


Jean tumbled headlong, falling face-down in the 
sawdust and shavings. The force of the fall knocked 
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the breath from her; she was momentarily stunned. 
Her mouth full of damp sawdust, she heard Esther's 
high laughter. Fury poured through her like an injec- 
tion of adrenalin, clearing her head. 

She was on her feet in an instant. Esther, her feet 
planted wide apart, was laughing. Derisively she lev- 
eled a finger. “Well, well, will you look at Miss High- 
and-Mightyl” . 

Out of the corner of her eye, Jean saw Nick at 
the top of the steps, gaping down at them. And then 
the outer range of her vision blurred, narrowing down 
to Esther’s fat, laughing face. 


gers deep in Esther's red hair, saying, “You've been 
asking for this, Esther!” | 

She shook Esther as a hunting dog shakes its prey 
at the moment of kill. Esther screamed; her wrapper 
to escape but Jean hung on grimly, while the wrapper 
pinned Esther's arms to her sides like a straight jack- 
et. A string of garbled obscenities poured from the 
woman’s mouth as she squirmed frantically. Finally 
she succeeded in shucking the wrapper. 

Esther’s sharp elbow hit Jean in the stomach, The 
breath left Jean in a rush and one hand came loose 
from Esther’s hair. Now Esther began pummeling 
Jean’s breasts and shoulders with her fists. In an at- 
tempt to regain the initiative Jean clawed blindly 
with her free hand. Her fingers caught in Esther's 
halter. She jerked and Esther's breasts popped free, 


swinging pendulously, _ 

Jean lost her balance. As she fell, she reached out 
and wrapped her arms around Esther’s legs. They hit 
the ground and rolled over in a sweaty embrace. 
When they stopped, Jean was on top, astraddle the 
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other woman’s midsection. Once again she buried her 
fingers in the red hair. ace ee she be- 
gan to pound Esther's head against the 

Then Jean felt the rap of Nick’s cane across her 
back and heard his angry voice. “Get 1 , Jean. You 
hear me?” Again the cane fell. Jean fl but did 
not release her hold. 

Then Nick had her by the hair, his strong fist twist- 
ing in it, yanking up her head. Jean locked her teeth 
a ae 

Once on her feet, she knocked a his hands. 
Her head was aflame with agony. She felt as if her 
scalp had been stripped off. Fighting back tears, she 
dug her fingers into her hair, 

His face close to hers, ama aratra 
some of your own medicine, kiddo 

A aA Aa AGE aiia arit. 
She was covered with sawdust from head to toe; 
the wood shavings in her hair gave her the appear- 
ance of an enraged 

And I can’t look much better, Jean thought dismal- 
ly. It was the first lucid thought she had had since 
Esther tripped her, 


: glance 
struck Jean and, her eyes wild, she started for her. 
Nick stepped between them. He ground the flat of his 
hand into Esther’s face, halting her. 

“Don’t I have enough trouble,” he snarled, “with- 
Fier ie eee a PERASA an 


Jean looked beyond him and saw that they had an 
audience. A crowd of thirty avid-eyed men had col- 
lected back of the bally. Every gaze was riveted on 
Esther's near-naked body. Jean felt a wave of sick 
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shame~shame for both of them, but most of all for 
her own sluttish behavior. 

Nick became aware of the crowd at the same time. 
He surveyed the gathering with a practiced eye. “By 
God, we got us a tip, after all.” he said gleefully un- 
der his breath to Jean. He added, “All right, kiddo, 
get inside and got cleaned up. We're going to doa 
show. Now get!” 

He bounded up the steps and scooped up the mike 
from the ticket box. He waved his cane like a magic 
wand, “All right, gents! The show starts inside right 
away! Get your tickets now. Hurry, hurry, hurry!” 

There was a wild scramble for the box; voices set 
up a clamor for tickets. 

Esther picked up her wrapper, threw it around her 
and ran for the tent entrance. 

Jean caught up with her just inside. “Esther, Tm 
sorry for what hap .” she said. 

song aes Tea Re She was weeping silently, 
the tears ig the filth on her face. 

“I’m sorry, Esther, believe me. But you have been 
crowding me. Why, Esther?” 

“You know why,” Esther said through her teeth. 
“Before you came, Nick would never have talked to 
me like he did out there.” 

“Esther, we both know how Nick is,” Jean said. “T 
admit I took your place in the show, but, if I hadn't, 
some other girl would have.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know 


it!” 
“No, I don’t,” Jean said slowly. “Maybe youd better 
spell it out.” | 
“Tm talking about what you two are doing behind 
my back.” Esther's tears had stopped but her brown 
eyes were hard as a pair of marbles. “You don't fool 
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me about how you got the top spot. How many times 
o oa Dat oot ta TAR Saio eee 
Jean stiffened, her anger surging back. “Whatever 
Y Sian blakend O La bales pra cebhinions 

to me before you came along,” Es- 
ther w A hiccup racked her. “And TI get 
him back ee 


The still date offered another bonus. The long after- 
noons left Jean free to watch Lita exercise Sheba, 
the lioness. Almost every afternoon Jean was there. 
She became addicted to the drome even more, re- 
“ig aah aa A E a 


Wishes watched from the catwalk above, the 
ae oor ar D OOE pe en cade 4 
and a midget car, and gleaming wi 
S Wah Gee edd ie aa eee Mace 
pushed it inside, for the car was not much more than 
a toy. And behind Mace came Lita, resplendent in 
white. Mace started the car and then, with a broom- 
stick in one hand, he crossed to a smaller door which 
he opened. Sheba, the motordrome lioness, bounded 


Lita got into the seat beside the animal, put the car 
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in gear and drove it in an ever-widening circle around 
the flat bottom of the drome. After a moment Lita 
changed gears and accelerated, starting her dizzying 
journey up the walls of the silo. At first she circled 
around the lower, slanted sections, each circle bring- 
ing her nearer the straight walls. Then she was on the 
perpendicular sides, rapidly corkscrewing toward the 
top, while Sheba’s great head lay flat on the car's 
hood. The big cat accompanied the snarl of the 
motor with a steady, coughing roar of her own. 

Mace watched until Lita was safely on the walls, 
then he left the drome. Near the top, scant inches be- 
low the safety cable, Lita passed directly under where 
en eS ee 
in a smile. 

“Hi, Jeanie!” she shouted with a wave of her hand. 

Jean waved back. She knew it was useless to call 
out since Lita could not hear her. She watched in- 
tently as the little car, its speed reduced, circled low- 
er and lower. Then it was on the slant-wall again 
and Lita cut the motor and coasted silently to the 
bottom. Sheba’s roar died away with the sound of the 
motor. 

As the car came to a stop, Mace returned to the 
silo, Lita stepped nimbly from the car, Sheba fol- 
lowed majestically, daintily placing one foot after the 
other until all four were on the floor. Mace hovered 
watchfully, the broomstick held at ready. | 

At this point Jean always held her breath. The li- 
oness could snap the stick between her great jaws 
as easily as a man could break a toothpick. But she 
ignored Mace and stalked with queenly, feline grace 
toward the small door. 

The animal reminded Jean of a haughty Siamese 
cat her family had at home, for Sheba showed the 
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same disdain of humans as had the Siamese. But the 
cat, Jean remembered, had a short-fused temper. 
When crossed or frightened, she could turn in an in- 
stant into a snarling clawing fury. 

Now Sheba entered the door that opened into a 
short, slatted tunnel which led, in turn, to the animal’s 
cage. Mace watched for a moment through a peep- 
hole drilled in the door. Then he pulled a cord which 

iggered the door to Sheba’s cage. The lioness was 
safely caged until the first performance of the night. 

Jean let her breath go with a sigh and turned 
reg Thoughtfully she walked down the catwalk 


Le 








around, blinking as though awakening from a dream. 
The midway was coming to life. The rides 
were being uncovered, the show banners unfurling, A 
raucous burst of sound caused her to jump. Some 
show talker was testing his amplifier, 

e n A nee nee 
way r, leaning negligently against the ticket 
both of the ferris wheel, He was watching her with 
a sardonic grin. wolking 

Jean turned away and started walking rapidly to- 
ward the cook tent. But she was not to escape so 
easily, In a moment he caught up and swung into 

“Youre sure hooked for the drome, aren’t you, 
kiddo?” 


“What's wrong with that?” she snapped. “Tm en- 
titled to a little free time to do with as I please.” 
“You're entitled, kiddo, you're entitled,” he said 
with his nervous laugh. “And there’s nothing wrong 
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with it I can see. If—mind you, if—it’s the lion act 
you go to watch and not that scratchy 

sag eel wegen, “Just what is that remark sup- 
ee 

He angled his head to one side, a glint of mirth 
striking his black eyes. “Now kiddo, do I have to 
aes sP? 

She said hotly. “Yes, spell it out.” 

“All right, Jean,” he said soberly. “Yow ve got hot 
pants for this guy Strange and I think you’re—” 

“Nick, leave me alone. I have a right to live my 
own life.” 

“—making a fool of yourself,” he continued relent- 
lessly. “He’s a gutless wonder, do you know that?” 

Jean was jolted to a stop and she turned to face 
him. Nick looked at her, his dark face smiling in ma- 
licious pleasure. 
“Didn't you know about him, kiddo? Strange was 
everybody's pride and joy. Three years running he 
was the star draw of the drome. He did things with 
wheels nobody had ever dreamed of doing before. 
He pulled in the marks like honey does flies. He 
had broads falling all over him. All he had to do was 
open the sack and they'd hop in and out like rab- 
bits. Like that Lita chick, for one. I had an itch for 
hors wae ang aai anp ae mE aE ae 

e smacked his eae ean ached to 
him but she stood rooted, listenin 2 

“The way liner & the EAN aoh aii 
either, elas back. For the little tin god had guts 
of water, as it turned out. Like I always say, if a 
man's yellow, wait long enough and it'll come up 
like puke, One day last fall when all the riders were 
on the wall during the crossover, Strange crashed 
his wheel into another and everybody went to the 
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bottom like a mess of scrambled eggs. One rider was 
killed outright. Strange—well, he was some banged 
up. Broken leg, crushed ribs, broken arm, a concus- 
sion, I don’t know what all. He was out cold for over 
two months, I heard. And when he did come to, the 
guts had leaked out of him. When he showed last 
week, Al Carstairs offered him his old job back. But 
Strange took one look at a cycle and upchucked his 
cookies all over the drome floor. So what’s he now? 
A ticket pusher. They're a dime a dozen, kiddo, 
Don’t waste yourself on him. Know what I mean?” 


The following afternoon Jean noticed that Mace 
was not at the motordrome. A strange man pushed 
for Sheba. As soon as the cat was seated in the car, 

Instead of getting in beside Sheba, Lita called up 
to Jean, “Jean, why don’t you come on down?” 

“Down there? Inside?” Jean asked in astonish- 
ment. 


“Sure, why not? It’s safe enough. Unless Sheba’s 
scared or out of sorts, she’s as tame as a house cat.” 


slacks, her hair bound up in a’scarfi A dress would 
be out of place in the masculine territory of the 
otordrome. 


motor 
She felt a lurch of excitement as she rapped on 
the drome door. This would be the first time she had 
ever been inside. Lita opened the door at once and 
Jean quickly entered. 
Down here the floor of the drome was a mish- 
mash of odors—gasoline, burned rubber and a sour 
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animal odor that Jean knew must be Sheba’s. And 
in addition, another scent, the cloying, two-sweet 
smell of funeral flowers. Lita’s perfume. 

“Where’s Mace? Why isn’t he here?” Jean asked 
breathlessly. 

Lita gestured. “Mace comes and goes as he 
pleases. Nobody has any leash on him—man or wom- 
an.” Her laughter had the sound of broken glass, 
an ERA OREN AO EY TS SRT ae 

“Oh, but I wasn’t—” Jean felt the sting of hot 
blood in her cheeks. She looked away from Lita’s 
coolly amused glance. Jean’s gaze traveled upward to 
the bowl’s smooth wooden wall spiraling steeply up 
from where she stood. From here the high, vertical 
track seemed infinitely more perilous than when 
viewed from above. 

She found herself whispering. “Tell me, is it true 
what I heard about Mace—that he had a bad spill 
and then lost—” 

Lita cut in sharply. “You've been with it long 
enough to know better than to ask personal ques- 
tions 

“I know, but I wondered...” Her voice trailed off 
as she moved her gaze to the car. Sheba sat in soli- 
tary splendor. Her size dwarfed the little car. 

“I've been watching you, Jean,” Lita said softly. 
“You've got an itch to try the walls, haven't you?” 

Jean glanced at her on an intake of breath. “Oh, 
but I wouldn’t dare!” 

Lita gestured carelessly. “Why not? It’s safe 


“But Sheba. Wouldnt she got upset, riding with 
me 
“She’s harmless. She’s gimmicked, Jean, like near- 
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thing else with this carny.” Lita laughed. 
“She's shot full of dope every morning until she’s 
half asleep. She’s like a baby. And sometimes she 
goes right in the car.” Lita made a face of disgust. 
“I get so sick of the stink of cat urine I want 
vomit.” Her gaze was on Jean. There was something 
i hallengin p about Lita’s bold appraisal. 
udden Jean felt a strong sense of danger. And, 
too late, she saw the trap Lita had set for her. Lita’s 
friendliness of the past few days had been aimed at 


isarming Jean. The woman had been planning this 
oll the oka waiting for a time when Mace was ab- 


sent. She was daring Jean to take the car up. 

And Jean knew that if she turned and walked out, 
spurning the challenge, Lita would run to Mace with 
it. She could almost hear them chuckling together 
over her cowardice. 

Lita was speaking, “Really, there’s nothing to be 
afraid of. You've seen me do it often enough. All you 
have to do is drive the car in a widening circle on 
the slope-wall. And then, before you know it, you're 
on the straight. You can drive, can’t you?” 

“All right,” Jean said abruptly, swept headlong on 
impulse. “I'll do it. Just tell me what to do.” 

Lita smiled faintly but her calm voice showed no 
triumph. “That's what I’m doing, Jean, if you'll just 
listen. Let's get going before Sheba gets impatient. 
First, get in the car...” 

Jean moved as though in a hypnotic trance. Her 

was acute, her vision unblurred, e of 

her senses sharp and keen, but there was an air of 

unreality about the whole business. She realized that 

what she was doing was the sheerest folly but she 

would be damned, she told herself, if she would 
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Lita’s instructions to the letter. 

As Jean got into the car, the lioness gave her a 
regal, incurious stare. The sound of the cars motor 
pelted down from the walls like a sonic boom. 
She put the car in gear and set off counterclockwise, 
creeping around the flat floor a few inches from 
the angled starting board at the base of the slope- 
wall. She nerved Herself for the next step. Slowly 
she guided the tiny car onto the seventy-degree wall. 

Abruptly she awoke to what she was doing. She 
was frantic with terror, terror both of the walls and 
hulking beast riding beside her. The smell of ani- 
mal urine was over-powering. Jean remembered 
hearing somewhere that wild animals could smell 
fear in a human and the odor sometimes caused 
them to attack. But Sheba’s great head lay content- 
edly on the hood, her stuttering roar in tune with 
the motor. 

Now the car was halfway up the slope-wall. Jean 
glanced up, glanced up at the ninety-degree straight 
wall she was app ing. It soared dizzily, a pol- 
ished wooden cylinder boring an awesome hole into 

Dear God, what was she doing? She could never 
go through with it. | 

She tried to scream but her throat was closed 
tight. She did not dare take her eyes from the 
wall to look down at Lita. 

Then she realized that the circling had made her 
dizzy. Her stomach heaved. Spots pinwheeled before 


She took her foot from the accelerator. The little 
car yawed, hesitated and then stalled. For a brief 
instant, Jean, Sheba and the car hung like a giant 
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beetle pinned to the wall. The motor died. Into the 
silence Sheba loosed a frightening roar. She reared 
up in the seat. 

bottom of the pit. 





9 


FORTUNATELY, Jean had not driven up far on 
the walls, The car hit the bottom with a thump 


she sensed that the cat was as terrified as she. But 
the thought brought little comfort. Fear held Jean 
tight-frozen. She had seen the quickness of the 
animal. And whatever Sheba’s doped state had 
been earlier, she was frightened out of it now. 
Jean knew that before she could scramble to safety 
the powerful claws could rip her open like a scalpel. 

And then some force lifted her from the car and 
slammed her to the floor halfway across the drome. 

on 
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stand between her and the cat. He waved the 
puny broomstick in the animal's face. 
Sheba was reared high, front paws planted on 
the hood of the car. The sounds pouring from the 
great throat seemed to shake the drome. The 
ged agate webby alge caleba diag 


snake. Unblinking, the yellow eyes were fixed 
Stace 


Jean saw the tawny legs tense to spring and she 
looked away, a scream still-born in her throat. 

Then Lita, gun drawn, ran into Jean’s range of 
vision. The pistol cracked once, twice. All at once 


“No, darling, of course it didn’t,” she said hum- 
ae a I said— 


Pg | 
ing on God's earth could have sa The OF Shebe, 
for that matter.” 

Jean got to her feet and approached them. She 
was still weak and trembling. She said timidly, 
TIRANTS AE 


SEX DANCER 

He whirled on her. “And you, you silly bitch! 
Were you all the way out of your mind?” His voice 
stung like a lash. 

“I just didn’t think—” 

“Didn’t think—didn’t think! Didn't you ever 
think people spend months, even years, . 
to do what you just tried? Did you know that 
Sheba, the car, all cost thousands of dollars? 
Didnt you know that a car or a cycle has to 
reach at least forty miles an hour to stay on the 

ight wall?” | 

“No, I didn’t know, Lita forgot to tell me that. 
But she did tell me there was nothing to it...” 
Suddenly the reaction crashed in on her and the 
fear and Cane m swept away in a boiling 
rage. “At least I the nerve to try. Which is 
more than you can sayl” | 

Blis priecomoceny sat snd heme ont SS 
face. She had wanted to hurt him, and she had. 
But unfairly. Whatever else he was, he had saved 
her life at the risk of his own. An involuntary sob 
escaped her. 

“Oh, Mace, I’m sorry! I shouldn't have said 
that. Forgive mel!” 

She started toward him and he shrank away. 
Head averted, he inched away from her like a 
hurt animal. 

Jean felt Lita’s hand on her arm, “I think you've 
caused enough trouble for one day. You'd better 
get back to your sex factory. And stay away from 
the drome from now on.” 

Jean spun around, knocking Lita’s hand away. 
The woman had regained her composure. Her 
face was fixed once more in that superior smile. 

Her fury storming back, Jean snapped, “I've 
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caused enough trouble? I like that. You've been 
planning this for days. I think you wanted me 
killed. I've been blind. You're jealous of Mace and 
me. You've been so sweet-mouthed butter wouldn’t 
elt, and yet you've hated me all along!” She 
raised her arm. ‘Td like to” 

“Like to what, ye >an vol 
“Scratch my eyes out? I understand you're go 
er irae 

Jean thought, God, how I'm t 

Then Mace's Tow voice reached her ears “Jean, 
will you please go? Just go.” | 
join hohad ieee olde wadandte cee 
glad to,” she said. “And don’t worry. I won't be 
around again.” 

She stalked away. At the door she paused lto 
look back. Lita stood by Mace, her mouth close 


something sickeningly possessive about those slen- 
der, white fingers caressing Mace’s thatch of red 
hair. It was all she could do to keep from running 
back to tear Lita away. But she remembered Mace’s 


sca’ remarks a moment ago. 

a a ulti e 
thought angrily; he had no right to talk to me like 
hat , 


She had thought he would have been proud of 
her. But why she done such a foolhardy 
thing? It had been more than a reaction to Lita’s 
dare. She knew that. But she was not sure of her 
motives. 

As she reached for the door, it swung abruptly 
open. Al Carstairs, the owner of the motordrome, 
charged in, a look of alarm on his face, In his 
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haste he almost knocked Jean off her feet. With 
a muttered apology he righted her with a hand 
under her elbow. 

ee eae sin Bots e can 

ose to sixty. He had spent thirty-five years ol 
el. ce: T aaa ae ion 
had so many spills and had broken so many bones 
during his career that he was, as Al himself had 
jokingly put it, “wired together like a laboratory 
skeleton.” 3 
_ Staring pe ean, he asked fearfully, “What 
happened here?” His voice was a raspy whisper 
from so many years of shouting into megaphones 
and mikes. “Jesus, I heard the commotion all the 
way up the front of the midway. It sounded like 
all hell broke loose.” 

“All hell did,” Jean said tartly. 

“Huh?” He gaped at her, faded blue eyes blank. 
“Why don’t you ask that precious pair over there?. 
I'm sure they'll be delighted to tell you all about it.” 

She gave her arm a vicious yank, freeing herself 
from his grip, and fled the drome. ) 

Outside, it was dusk. It would soon be time for 
the first bally. Jean plowed along through the saw- 
dust, her heart a piece of carrion in her breast. 
She viewed the midway lights through a sudden 
mist of tears. 


Jean danced with a passion and abandon born 
of her anger and frustration. 

She danced to a lover denied her. She danced to 
Mace, not to Nick’s Mace who slunk about in cow- 
ard’s shadows, but to her own Mace, a white-clothed 
god striding in full, arrogant glory of male pride. 

When the spotlight found her the second time 
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“All right, Nick. Tonight.” 

With a wink and a pat on her rear, he moved 
ee 

Jean lingered to ] smooth, insinuating voice 
begin the pitch: “Now we offer an extraordinary at- 
traction you can’t afford to miss, gents. For this at- 
traction is for men only. Mind you, when I say men, 
I mean men! What did the poet say once? ‘A man’s 
a man for a’ that’? Believe you me, gents, this is 
where you find out.” 


Nick, perfumed with gin, breezed into the trailer. 
Jean awaited him in darkness, sitting in the nook 
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with a cigarette. The only illumination filtered in 
through the blinds from the lights outside. Expecting 
him, she had left the door unlocked. There was no 
point in locking it, anyway, since he had a key. 

Nick slammed the door and started toward her. 
“Hi, kiddo!” | 

His ing was cut short as he bumped a hip into 
the edge of the table. “Dammit, Jean, do you have 
to sit in the dark? What are you—some kind of bat?” 

“I thought you liked it dark, Nick,” she said in a 
silky tone. | 

“Well, yes. But, Jesus, kiddo—* 

He broke off as she arose silently and moved to- 
ward the far end of the trailer. Nick followed her 
into the shadows of the bedroom. 
eee chuckle sounded. “So you can’t wait, 

She shut her mind to his coarseness. After all, he 
offered the release and oblivion she so desperately 


At the bed she stepped out of the wrapper. Un- 
derneath, she was wearing what she wore at the 
end of her act, the flesh-colored G-string. She slipped 
it down her hips and tossed it aside. Nick caught 
her from behind and turned her about, bringing her 
against him with a force that knocked the breath 
from her. Jean welcomed the violence with a savage 
hunger of her own. 

She met his lips with open-mouthed fury. She 
made of her mouth a moist, heated cave for his ex- 
ploring tongue. Her breasts pulsed with mounting 
warmth. Her nipples hardened against his chest like 
probing thumbs. 

When they broke the embrace, she fell back onto 
the bed in mindless desire. Her body moved uncon- 
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trollably as she waited in whimpering impatience for 
Nick to strip away his clothes, 

When he joined her on the bed, when his skillful 
nen ee eE AA aco- 
erent bodily appetite. responded gluttonously 
to his knowing caresses. And then she took com- 
mand. Nick was too slow for her on this night. For 
the first time in their relationship, it was she who 


agery of an Amazon. She guided his hands and lips 
to where she wanted to be touched. 

_ Nick rebelled, rearing back from her with a muted 
snarl. But Jean twined her arms and legs about him 
like silken ropes and pulled him down. And he sank, 
unprotesting, into her fevered embrace. 

Once, the thought of Mace sped across the floor 
of her mind. To blot out the vision, she surged, 
breast and pelvis, against the hard body that cov- 
ered hers. 

“Now—now—now!” she commanded. “Do it now!” 

Nick did her bidding in quickening silence. His 
mouth ground on hers until she could not breathe. 
Her fingers clawed at his back as sanity disappeared 
in the dragging torment of her desire. She tore her 
mouth away from his as a strangled cry burst from 
her throat. Then a convulsing shudder racked her 
and she fell, half-fainting, away from him. 

Nick’s sweat-slick body pinned her to the bed like 
a dead weight. “Jesus, kiddo!” he said with heaving 
breath. “What got into you tonight? If there was only 
some way of bottling that so I could sell it in the 
tent, I'd make a fortune!” | | 

Jean tried to wall herself off from his nervous, 
coarse laughter but it penetrated her skull like a 
dull scalpel. She tried unsuccessfully to push him 
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off her. As always, revulsion set in. Her mind seethed 
with recriminations. She was suddenly cold, so cold. 

Naturally her first coherent thought was of Mace. 
Her attempt to forget him had succeeded only tem- 
porarily, like a teaser shot given a drug addict. 

After a time Nick moved, freeing her, and Jean 
rolled away against the wall to lie with her back to 
him. Nick’s breathing was still ragged. He swung his 
feet off the bed and she heard him fumbling with 
his clothes. Then she felt his weight leave the bed. 
She glanced around. In the filtered light from the 
trailer window he was stuffing his shirt into his 


trousers. 
A knock sounded on the door. Nick froze. 
Jean felt a sweep of nameless terror. If that 


“Nick. You left the door unlocked!” 

“Be quiet!” he said under his breath. 

The knock came again; sharp, demanding. 
clicked, and the trailer was, drenched with light. 

Esther, in shorts and blouse, stood in the door, 
looking wildly around the trailer. Her red hair was 
in disarray. Her heavy thighs were thick white col- 
umns in the glare of the light. Her glance found 
Nick, She took a short step toward him and stopped 
as her gaze slipped past him to Jean. 

Jean, belatedly remembering her nakedness, 
scrambled) fie, 2 sheet to cover her. 

A wild light fared in Esther’s eyes. In a stumbling 


Nick, barrad her way. “Now Esther... Easy does 
it.” Mea ORE 
Esther struggled to get past him. “You split-tail 
bitch!” she yelled at Jean. “I told you Nick belonged 
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to me. TIl teach you not to bed down with my 
man. I'll snatch you bald-headed.” 

Nick hit the woman across the mouth with his fist. 
The blow sent her reeling backward the length of 
the trailer. She careened off the table and fell to the 
- floor. Her face bore a look of stunned surprise, a 
look that changed at once to one of terror as Nick 
advanced on her. 

“I belong to nobody,” Nick said, his voice clotted 
with rage. “Don’t you know that, pig?” 

Esther cowered away, her hands to her face. “No, 
Nick, don’t! Please don’t!” 

Nick seized her by the front of the blouse and 
hauled her upright. He began to beat her about the 
face and shoulders, not with his open hand but his 
fist. The thud of the blows had a chilling sound. 
Esther's first scream was muffled. Then, each time 
he hit her, she moaned softly. 

Jean sat up in bed. “Nick, stop it!” 

He continued without letup. Jean sprang from the 
bed and threw on the first clothes she could find, a 
blouse and slacks. Hastily she buttoned the blouse 





“Nick. You'll kill her!” 
Nick jabbed an elbow backward. It caught Jean in 
the pit of the stomach, knocking the wind from 
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her. She fell back against the stove. She stood half- 
bent over, retching, gulping for air. 

She heard running footsteps and looked up in time 
to see Mace lunge through the open door. He took 
in the scene in a glance. His questioning look fas- 
tened on Jean. 

“Mace, stop him! He’s killing her,” she gasped. 

Mace nodded meagerly and stepped in without 
hesitation. He chopped down on Nicks arm with 
the edge of his hand. Nick’s arm fell, freeing Esther 
who sagged back against the table. A mewling sound 
came from her open mouth. Mace seized Nick by 
the collar and pulled him back. 

Nick, as though unaware of Mace, kept his eyes 
on Esther. “Tm a jerk for using my knuckles on the 
bitch. Now she won't be able to work the blow-off 
for a few days,” he said in a remote voice, 

Then he shook his head twice, violently, and tore 
away from Mace. He glanced about until his gaze 
found Jean. His eyes had the glitter of madness. He 
wheeled on Mace. 

“What are you doing here, ticket seller?” 

“I heard a scream and I thought it was Jean. If I 
had known it was just one of your other stable 
members you were belting around—” he indicated 
Esther with a jerk of his hand— “I wouldn't have 
bothered.” 

“And if it had been Jean?” 

“I would have killed you, Nick,” Mace said with- 
out visible emotion. 

Nick threw his head back and laughed mirthlessly. 
“Killed me? Now, that’s a large laugh. You haven't 
the guts!” 

“Don't bet on it, Nick.” 

During the exchange, Esther aroused. Her eyes 
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were two blank, lifeless holes gouged out of the 
mass of bloody, swollen flesh. Then her glance struck 
Nick and terror crumbled her face like another blow. 
She took a stealthy step along the table, her eyes 
never leaving Nick. Then she bolted from the door 
and was gone into the night. 

Jean breathed a sigh of relief. Both men seemed 
unaware of Esther’s flight. 

Nick was still gorged with fury. He loosed it on 
Mace. “Didn't I wam you once to stay away from 
this trailer? And from Jean?” 

“You warned me, Nick.” 

“Then get out.” 

Undaunted, Mace said, “Not on your say-so, Nick. 
“TI go if Jean tells me to.” 

Nick looked around at Jean. 

Jean mustered her courage. “It’s your trailer, Nick, 
but I live here. I have a right to have friends in.” 

His eyes glittered. “Friends!” He spat the word at 
her. “Didn't I tell you about this gutless wonder?” 

Jean said steadily, “Mace is welcome here.” 

“It’s your turn now, Nick,” Mace said with a tight 
smile, “Get out or I'll throw you out on your skinny 
ass.” 

“You throw me out? You haven’t got what it takes. 
Tl belt you around worse than I did that other 
redheaded pig!” 

“I don’t think so, Nick. I think you only beat up 
women.” 

Mace stood easy and relaxed, his hands hanging 
at his sides. Jean saw the cords in Nick’s neck go 
tense. For a moment she thought he was going to 
try it. Then the breath left him in a soft sigh. To 
Jean he said, “Okay. Have the yellow bastard in 
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here, See if I care.” He started out, detouring around 
Mace, muttering as he left, “But you'll both be 
sorry for this.” , 

“He’s no damned good, that guy,” Mace said 
brusquely after Nick was gone. 

“I know,” Jean said in a small voice, 

Mace’s head swiveled around. “You know? You 
know?” He laughed. “Do you know what he is in 
winter after the season’s over? He’s a pimp.” 

Jean frowned. “That’s going too far, Mace. I can't 
believe that.” 

“You can’t? Tiger, have you got a lot to learn,” he 
said. “And the blow-off? Do you know about that?” 

“Of course I know about the blow-off,” she said 
impatiently. “I know it’s raw but, from what I'm told, 
no worse than other girlie show blow-offs.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Mace said somberly. He looked baf- 
fled. He shook his head and drew his spread 
fingers down across his face. 

“Mace, about Nick being here—” Jean began, but 
Mace quickly broke in. 

“Did I ask you? I have no strings on you. What's 
between Nick and you is none of my business.” 

“No, you didn’t ask, but I want to explain. He 
came to talk about my act. There are some bugs 
in it. Esther found him here. She’s awfully jealous—” 

Her voice died away under his direct gaze. She 
was sure her face must be giving her away. She was 
a poor liar and she knew it. Furthermore, she hated 
to lie, especially to Mace, but she thought it neces- 
sary. If he ever learned the truth about Nick... The 
thought of his finding out flooded her with shame. 

He glanced away. “Jean, Im sorry I was so 
rough on you this afternoon,” he said abruptly. “But 
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you could have got yourself killed, you know that? 
It was a damned fool thing to do.” 

“I know. But I’m the one who should apologize 
ee ee sare | 
He cut her off with a gesture. “Why? For hitting 
the nail on the head? You weren't telling me a thing 
I didn’t know.” His grin was wry and bitter. “Look, 
tiger, tomorrow night is slough night. I’ve got a beat- 
up old Chevvy I drive from lot to lot. How about 

riding with me?” 
“Td love to, Mace,” she said, pleased. “But I al- 
ways ride with the other girls in the show bus.” 
“Yeah, yeah. But I'm asking you to ride with me.” 
Now his grin was mirthful. “From what I hear about 
you and Esther, and from what happened here to- 
night, I'd say you'll be safer with me, anyway.” 
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SLOUGH time. Time to tear down the carny and 
move on to the next show lot. 

This was the first time Jean had watched a tear- 
down all the way through. 

Usually she was on the bus heading out of town 
minutes after the last show. The carny bus provided 
transportation for those performers who did not have | 
their own. Of course, the canvas men started strip- 
ping the tent following the last bally of the night. 
The sidewalls were taken down during Jean's Gar- 
den of Eden act. | 

Usually that was all of the teardown Jean saw. But 
tonight she told the bus driver to go on without her. 
She hurried to the trailer and got into her best out- 
fit, a ribbed silk knit dress of lime green with 
matching shoes and sheer hose. This was crowned 
by a feathery wisp of hat, like a brilliant-plumaged 
bird roosting atop her blond head. She knew she 
would probably look silly wandering around the lot 
all dressed up but she did not care. Mace had yet 
to see her in anything decent. 

She had barely finished dressing when they came 
to take the trailer away. The pace on | 
night was feverish, hectic. Jean was caught up in it. 
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Feeling slightly at a loss and definitely useless, she 
went back to watch the men finish tearing down the 
girlie show. Nick had gone; the blow-off was over. 
She had not told him she was going with Mace. She 
knew he would be furious when he found out but 
she did not care about that, either. 

The canvas men were finishing taking up the rows 
of seats. Next, they dismantled the stage truck. 
When that was done, the top looked strangely 
naked. The stakes were loosened with a sledge and 
all pulled out of the ground until the top was sup- 
ported by only the end poles and the poles down 
the center. Then the poles at one end were removed. 
The double line of center poles had six-inch iron rods 
sticking up through the canvas, fitting into metal 
anea ar nn, tae pole was jerked away, the rod 
slipped easily out of the grommet. 

Two men stationed themselves at the center poles, 
EMANA e oe 
jerking out each pole as they passed, throwin g it to 
one side so it would oft i 


who always kept a few steps ahead of it. When the 
stl Shalt Selene ans ion 
until it had flattened out, leaving little locks of 
he 


The tent was not of one piece but made up of 
many canvas strips laced together. After the top was 
flat, the two pole pullers ran across the canvas, tak- 
ing care to step only on the reinforced strips. If they 
stepped anywhere on the canvas itself, the tent 
would eventually spring a leak. As they went, they 
unlaced the strips. Soon the canvas was a series of 
folded strips, 


i 
S 
: 
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When the strips of canvas were loaded on the 
truck, Jean left. She wandered along the midway, 
watching the carny melt away in the glare of tear- 
down lights. All the small concessions were gone 
now and most of the show tents. Only the skeletons 
of the rides were left. The merry-go-round horses 
were strewn about on the ground like the dead 
mounts of a defeated cavalry. Half of the ferris 
wheel was gone. Men crawled over it like night-fly- 
ing insects. 

The motordrome, one of the most intricate and 
massive structures of the carnival, was the last down. 
Most of the guy wires were gone now. The silo stood 
alone like a great barrel with staves missing. 

Jean recalled Mace telling her of the drome’s con- 
struction. “It can’t be too rigid. There has to be play. 
It has to be tuned all the time, just like a musical 
instrument. People’s lives are at stake. If a section 
of wall becomes either too loose or too rigid, a rider 
and motor can be thrown off-balance to rattle around 
the silo like a loose marble, finally crashing to the 
bottom. And, if there’s anyone else on the walls with 
him, bringing him down, tool” 

She found Mace’s old car and settled down to 
wait. The night was warm and muggy. Lightning 
flickered nervously in the distance. 

Soon the lot was empty except for the remanents 
of the motordome. In the fan of truck lights the 
sawdust circle of the midway stood out starkly, a 
crude oval resembling the ruins of an athletic field 
of some ancient people. The trucks jolted over the 
lot, headlights leaping up and down, and started to 
move onto the paved street adjacent to the lot. The 
naar aE iA padie had k kently sound, ike sheep be 
a distant train whistle. 
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It was not long before dawn. After a little while 
Jean dozed. She woke with a start as Mace slid un- 
der the wheel. 

He grinned at her. “Sorry, tiger. But it’s time to 
hit the road.” He wore old clothes and he was filthy, 
his hands and face grimy with dirt. 

“It's all right, Mace,” she murmured, yawning. She 
stretched and looked around in the new daylight. 
The lot was totally empty now, the motordrome 
truck just leaving. Jean saw many people, all men 
and boys, streaming onto the lot from all sides, 

“I've heard about these people,” she said. “What 
do they come looking for?” 

“Who knows?” Mace shrugged. He started the car 
and drove off the lot. “Money, lost wallets, things 
like that. The rides do shake quite a bit of change 
out of the pockets of their riders, you know. There’s 
a lot of silver buried under all that sawdust if you've 
got the nose to root for it.” 

The town was still asleep. Mace drove a few 
blocks along the street before he asked, “Hungry?” 

“I could eat.” She was curled up in the corner of 
the car seat, facing him. 

He glanced over at her with that grin. “As soon 
as we come to an open gas station, I'll get the worst 
of the dirt off. Then we'll eat.” 

“Tired, Mace?” 

‘Tm beat. But I'll snap out of it after I wash up 
and get some hot food in me. I always do.” He 
grinned again. “Teardown nights are something they 
don’t tell you about, tiger, when they talk about the 
glamor of carny life.” 

He seemed more relaxed, more at ease, then she 
had ever seen him. Within the next few hours she 
was to discover this impression to be valid. Away 
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from the carny he was a different person. It was as 
though he had left most of the bitterness behind 
on the lot with the rest of the carny debris. 

After they had breakfast and were on the road 
again, Jean grew sleepy. | 

Above the clatter of the old car, Mace said, “It’s 
going to be a long day, Jean. Why don’t you take a 
nap 

Ana airi odho Dat iti over three hundred 
miles, a distance twice the usual carny hop. And 
they were supposed to be set up and open for busi- 
ness that night. Mace estimated they would arrive 
some time in the afternoon, Jean took his advice; she 
curled up in the corner of the seat. Despite the un- 
comfortable position, she was asleep almost at once. 

She awoke with a start, awoke to the sound of 
thunder. It was raining hard, the water hitting the 
windshield in wind-driven torrents. The day had 
turned dark and forbidding. Mace was driving very 
slowly. : 

Jean sat up. “Where are we?” | 

Mace looked over at her. “Hardly anywhere near 
where we should be,” he said glumly. “Tt’s been rain- 
ing buckets. At this rate we'll be lucky to reach the 
lot by next week.” His laughter was harsh. “Oh, for 
the life of a carnyl!” 

“I don’t mind,” she said blithely. She stretched. 
“I love the rain.” 

“Yeah, yeah. I remember. Well, you've got it.” His 
gesture called the rain down on her head. His re- 

She watched -his grim profile in silence for a 
few miles. Her brain clamored with questions. She 
sensed this was not the best of times but she had to 
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know. Finally she took the plunge. “Mace, why did 
you join the carny?” 

“Here come the questions,” He groaned. “I should 
have my head examined for asking you along.” 

“But you asked me that very same question,” she 
argued hotly. 

“Yeah, yeah,” he growled. 

He drove in unfriendly silence for a time. He 
lit a cigarette without offering her one. In the flare 
of the match his face was withdrawn and brooding. 
Finally a soft sigh escaped him. 

Without looking at her, he said, “All right, tiger. I 
guess you're entitled to know.” 

But he did not continue at once. Jean kept quiet for 
fear he would change his mind. He drove crouched 
over, his big-knuckled hands wrapped tightly around 
the wheel, peering intently through the metronome 
sweep of the wiper blades. 

Finally he began, in a quiet, conversational tone. 
“In every crowd watching a drome performance there 
is always one young punk, at least one, who envies 
the drome riders. This idiot would do anything to 
become a drome rider, to escape the small town life. 
So he joins and he’s hooked for life, If he lives that 
long.” The old bitterness burned in his voice. “I was 
that punk kid once. I was just eighteen. I had my 
own motor and I thought I was hot stuff. The carny 
came to town and I saw my first motordrome. Oh, 
happy day!” 

He rolled the window down a fraction and flipped 
out his cigarette. A fine spray of rain hit Jean in the 
face. The windows were steaming over inside. 

“Anyway, I saw the show,” Mace resumed. “And 
I knew this was it. After it was over, I hit Al up for 
a job. Al was the trick rider then, the big boy. That 
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was six years ago. Al was no longer young but I 
thought he was a big man.” 

The harsh lines in his face softened as the reminis- 
cences spilled from him. As she listened, Jean had 
little trouble visualizing the scene. Mace, tall, gawky, 
not yet filled out, all ears and nose, perhaps wearing 
a wide black leather belt with his name emblazoned 
across it in glass jewels... 

But in that she was wrong. He had been wearing a 
plain black leather belt. Which had been fortunate, 
as he had learned much later. 


A jeweled belt was the first thing Al Carstairs 
looked for. Such a belt was a good sign that its 
wearer was a showoff and Al wanted no part of a 
showoff on the walls of his drome, endangering lives 
of the other riders. 

Mace announced sturdily, “I want to be a drome 
rider.” 

“Do you, now?” Al said in his hoarse voice, leath- 
ery face crinkling, faded blue eyes appraising Mace 
shrewdly, “And just why do you want to be a drome. 
rider, kid?” | 

The question drew Mace up short. He hadn't real- 
ly analyzed his reasons. He just knew this was the 
life for him. He said uncertainly, “I like motorcycles 
and I think [d like show business.” 

“Like motors, do you? And show business? Well, 
now.” Al knuckled his mouth to hide a grin. “Any 
other reasons?” 

“I need a job.” 

“Not working now?” | 

“Part time, a garage.” Mace added eagerly, “I 
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have an old Harley-Davidson I bought and rebuilt 
myself.” 

“Do you, now?” Al nodded meagerly. But appar- 
ently he liked what he saw because he told Mace to 
come back in the morning and they would talk about 
it. 

Mace took this as a firm offer. That night and the 
next morning he burned his bridges, what bridges 
there were, At home he was lost in a clutch of ten 
his father made barely enough money clerking in a 
hardware store to feed and clothe his brood. Mace 
had just graduated from high school and college, 
even if he had been so inclined, was remote. He 
sold his Harley-Davidson for twenty dollars and told 
his father he was joining the carny. The man let him 
go with what Mace sensed was a feeling of relief. 

n oP a AA naem er 
next day, carrying a board suitcase that 
held all his belongings, 

He was hired as an apprentice rider for wages 
that were, as Al said with an tic grin, 
“coffee and cake money.” 3 

Being an apprentice rider, Mace soon found, had 
little to do with riding the walls. Weeks passed be- 
fore he got above the floor, which he scrubbed 
every day. He scrubbed the steps to the spectator’s 
gallery; he scoured the bally platform; he washed 
dha matoneyulon abd al plage pat ibaa aul atl 

e motori and t | car clean and freshly 
painted, Al had a mania for cleanliness and white 
paint. The cycles and the car were kept a gleaming 
white at all times. And even an apprentice rider like 
Mace was required to wear white riding breeches. 

“God damn it, Mr. Carstairs!” Mace complained 
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at the end of the first day. “How do you expect a 
guy to keep white pants white around a motor- 
drome?” 

“By keeping the motors clean, that’s how,” Al said, 
grinning. Then he relented. “I’m not just being old- 
maidish, kid. A motor that’s cleaned every day is a 
motor that’s inspected every day. Any loose bolts or 
nuts, or rear chains too tight, you find. Or youd bet- 
ter, by God!” 

And Mace learned the difference between a drome 
“motor” and an ordinary, or road motorcycle. All the 
drome cycles were old ones that the leather-jacketed 
young bucks, riding their gaily decorated cycles 
across the countryside, would have sneered at. 

The frame was shortened, the wheel base reduced 
by five inches. The front end was strengthened, the 
fork reinforced by a steel welded bar. The fork 
spring had extra leaves, all wrapped heavily in fric- 
tion tape varnished and painted black. If a spring 
broke on the wall, the tape would hold—it was hoped 
—until the rider could get safely down. 

The coil springs were removed from beneath the 
saddle, nes to rest flat on the solid stee] frame. 
Everything that could be safely spared—mud- 

7 , headlight—was stripped away. 
The drome cycle weighed a mere three hundred 
pounds where a road motorcycle weighed eight hun- 
dred; the drome machine carried a forty-five-pound 
air pressure in the tires where the heavier road ma- 
chine carried twenty. But a comfortable ride was 
not the object. Nor was speed. A drome cycle rarely 
exceeded forty miles an hour on the walls. To go 
much faster increased the danger of the rider black- 
ing out and crashing. 

Still another, more onerous, chore fell to Mace 
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Strange, apprentice rider. It was his job to feed She- 
ba and clean her cage. The lioness consumed ten 
pounds of horse meat and drank a quart of milk a 
y. 
And so Mace cleaned, scrubbed, mopped, polished 
and painted every day for weeks. He grew unhappy; 
his displeasure mounted daily. But he could not af- 
ford to quit and go home. He suffered in silence, And 
he always dredged up a smile instead of a complaint 
for Al Carstairs. 
oe later, Mace was to conclude ‘Mamie 
a good thing. For Al had devised all the drudgery 
as a kind of test. Along with a regard for safety he 
demanded patience in his drome riders, 
The day finally came when Al told him to put 
down his paint brush and come along. The time had 
come. 


shifted into low gear and started off counterclock- 
wise, creeping around the floor inches from the start- 
ing board at the base of the slope-wall. After four 
laps Al seized the handle bars and brought the cycle 
to a halt. Mace felt a spurt of anger before he real- 
ized why he had been st 


ed dryly. “It always happens the 
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first time, kid. But you'll get used to it and the diz- 
ziness will go away.” 

A few days later Al let him try the seventy-degree 
angle-wall. The dizziness was diminishing. And he 
was beginning to feel at home on the walls. 

After two weeks on the angle-wall, Al said, “Okay, 
kid, gun her up on the straight for one lap. One 
lap, mind.” 

His first impression was that of riding on a cordu- 
roy dirt road. The cycle with its springless seat and 
hard tires hit every crack in the walls with the im- 
pact of a jackhammer. Mace thought his teeth would 
be jarred loose. 

But after a few more weeks of riding he began to 
relax. The strangeness was gone, His vision had 
adapted to the new element. He could make out de- 
tails where before there had been only a teary blur. 

But he did not make the full leap from apprentice 
rider to regular rider until the following season. And 
even then there was Al's ultimatum, “No trick riding, 
kid. Not yet. I'll tell you when you're ready, if you 
ever are. And if I catch you stunting before I give 
the word, it’s out on your ass for youl” 

A regular rider did from six to eight shows a day 
on still dates. On fair dates he was on and off the 
walls at least twelve hours a day, riding at least 
twenty-five laps around the drome for each show. 

Then, at the start of Mace’s third season, Al de- 
cided to retire from active riding and Mace took his 
place as the show’s trick rider. Soon he was per- 
forming tricks few riders ever dared try. For instance, 
for the climax of his act, he would turn completely 
around in the saddle and ride facing backward with 
his arms folded. 

For two years Mace was the star of the motor- 
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drome, its biggest draw. Until last fall, a month 
before the end of the season. That was when it hap- 


pened, 

Before Mace did his trick riding stint, he took part 
in the crossover. During the crossover, two cycles 
were on the walls at the same time, crisscrossing 
at maximum speed. Something went wrong: Mace 
or the other rider made a mistake in timing, a wall 
section was too tight or too loose. It could have been 
ee E | 


the other machine and both crashed to the floor 
of the drome. The second rider was killed outright 
and Mace woke up in a hospital. 





/ 


MACE sat across from Jean, hunched over the pale 
martini. “I didn’t know a thing for a month,” he 
said somberly. “And when they told me what had 
happened, I wished I never had come to.” 

By late afternoon the rain had not let up. If any- 
thing, it was raining harder. Driving was difficult, 
even hazardous, and they were barely halfway to 
their destination. Finally they had decided to stop 
at a roadside bar and grill for a drink and dinner. 

Now she said, “But you don’t know that it was 
your fault. You can’t be sure.” 

In the dim light of the restaurant his face was 
pale and stark in its agony. His eyes were dull with 
remembered torment. 

“But I don’t know that it was not my fault, don't 
you see?” As he talked, he began to pound softly 
on the table with his knotted fist. “Since I came 
back, I've tried and tried but every time I start up 
the slope-wall, I relive that day and I can’t do it!” 

She closed her hand around the drumming fist 
and held it tight and still. “It takes time, that’s all.” 

Mace said roughly, “Time, Jean? My God, how 
much?” 

Their dinners came before she could frame a re- 
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ply. As they ate, Mace made a visible effort to com- 
pose himself, 

“I can see now why you were so angry at me for 
trying to drive the car,” Jean said after a while. “All 
the hours and days you spent practicing and I 
thought I could do it in one try!” 

He nodded. “I shouldn’t have jumped on you like 
I did. It was more Lita’s fault than yours. She knew 
better. Al's wife used to do the lion act but she 
got tired of the road and quit. Al hired Lita three 
years ago. He worked with her for a whole season 
before he'd let her on the walls alone.” 

“Why do you think she put me up to it?” Jean 
asked. “Did she want me killed?” 

“No, I don’t think that,” he said quickly. “I think 
Be pon She belle she Chait ink fe ‘woukl ‘go: thet 
ar.” 

She pinned him with a look, thinking: He’s not 
getting off the hook that easy. 

“But she did want to show me up—shame me. 
Why, Mace?” 

He looked uncomfortable. He refused to look at 
her, hiding behind his coffee cup. 





posi was blushing. 

“Mace,” she said, “I asked you a question.” 
_ “Well, she’s jealous, I suppose, like you accused 
her of being. We—sort of went around together last 


year. 

AD: Whar dbo” ihat asain” Weit around 

“Oh, hell, Jean, you know. Dates and things like 

that.” He hastened to add, “But that’s all over now. 

There’s nothing between us any more. Along with 

everyone else, she’s fed up with me.” His voice held 
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a twist of bitterness. “But she hates to let go, I sup- 
pose, like all women.” 

“All women? Does that include me, Mace?” 

“I don’t know, tiger,” he said with a flash of the 
old grin. “It’s a little early for that, don’t you think?” 

After a little she said quietly, “And you, Mace? 
How do you feel toward Lita?” à 

His gaze was direct now. “Nothing like that, Jean. 
It was never very much. Last year I was cock of the 
walk, riding high, wide and handsome. We had fun 
together, nothing more than that.” 

“Tm glad, Mace,” she said. She reached across 
the table to touch the back of his hand fleetingly 
with her fingertips. 


“Carnies are made, not born. You won't find many 
carnies whose parents were carnies, too. A carny is 
one place where oddballs are welcome, where ec- 
centricity isn’t frowned upon. Some people become 
carnies to escape something, sometimes the law. 
Others think it’s a beginning. Like you.” 

It was night now and they were on the highway 
again, the car nosing cautiously into the rain, the 
headlights unrolling a wet, shining ribbon of black- 
top before them. 

“And you, Mace? What was it for you?” 

“Like I told you, an escape at first,” he said grim- 
ly. “Now it looks like an ending. Al wants to retire. 
He was grooming me to take over the drome. Now, 
who knows?” 

He found cigarettes and lit two, and gave her one. 
“But I can’t understand why you stay with it, ti- 
ger. There’s nothing in a carny for you.” 

“Well, for one thing,” she began tentatively, “the 
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pay wagom holds out a big chunk of your wages, 
you know, until the end of the season.” 

Mace chuckled. “There’s a good reason for that. 
They want to keep you around until the end of 
the season. Most carnies are drifters, here today and 
gone tomorrow. And then there're the first-of-May- 
ers.” 

“First-of-Mayers?” 

“Yeah, new carnies like you who join up when 
the carny goes out in the spring, stay a month and 
then go home.” 

“Oh. Be that as it may, Nick promised me a 
chance at real show business this fall or winter.” 

“That’s a lot of crap and you know it,” he said 


“I don’t know it, but you could be right,” she con- 
ceded. She was entirely too comfortable, well-fed 
and relaxed, simply too content to argue with him. 
“And I suppose I like the applause.” She shifted on 
the seat, drawing her feet up under her and curling 
up in the corner of the seat. “I am good, you know, 
“hit dete ia 

Mace grunted skeptically and said nothing more. 
Jean fell silent, too, happy just to watch his face 
in the spill of light from the dash. Her mind and- 
heart were busy with the wonder of a discovery 
she had made some time during the day or evening. 
Neither then nor later could she put her finger on 
the precise moment it happened. 

But she was in love with this man. She loved him 
with a fierceness that brought a constriction to her 
throat and set her heart to thudding every time she 
looked at him or heard him talk. 

A lassitude like that of the afterglow of love stole 
over her, She had trouble staying awake, She stirred, 
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saying idly, “Mace, what do you do in winter when 
the season’s over?” 

He shrugged. “Oh, most winters I've traveled 
with a thrill circus through the South, playing small 
winter fairs, I drive a motor through a hoop of fire. 
Fool stunts like that. 

“Damn this rain!” he said on an explosion of 
breath. “We'll never make it. We should have 
stopped somewhere for the night. I don’t know what I 
was thinking of.” 

As though his words were a forewarning of disas- 
ter, he hit the brakes abruptly. “Now what?” 

Jolted fully awake, Jean sat up and peered through 
the windshield. A few yards ahead was a string of 
red, blinking lights on sawhorses, And a black-let- 
tered sign leaped at her in the headlights’ glare: 
Dancer! Derour! An arrow pointed off to the right. 

Beyond the sign was a gaping wound in the road. 

“Bridge washed out,” Mace muttered. “This damn 
rain! Now what do we do?” 

He leaned across her to crank down the window 
and study the narrow detour road snaking off into 
the wet night. 

“It’s gravelled, aarp Might be passable. What 
do you think, tiger?” 

Jean could not have cared less. She told him, to turn 
back or go ahead, it was all the same to her, To Jean 
the moment seemed suspended in time, both vic- 
tims of a time-warp that had isolated them in a 
world inhabited only by themselves. She hoped it 
would last forever. She did not care if she never saw 
the carny again. 

“It’s so var and so far back to the nearest town,” 
Mace mused. 

In a sudden decision he spun the wheel to the 
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right and eased the car off the highway and onto 
the detour road. 


Jean could not help laughing. The foul-up seemed 
an answer to her earlier wish. They were mired to the 
hubcaps in mud, only ten miles from the spot where 
they had turned off the main highway. The car re- 
fused to move no matter how much Mace swore at 
it or how many times he circled it as he was doing 
now, shining a flashlight down at each half-buried 
whee 

And it did have its humorous aspects. Even the 
thought of Nick’s face when she failed to make the 
show did nothing to dampen her good humor, She 
was quite content to spend what was left of the night 
in the car with Mace. 7 

At the sound of her laughter he stuck his face in 
the half-open window and glowered at her, “What’s 
Seah ae ae aed E chive seo tnything 
to laugh at.” 

“Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Mace, get in the car be- 
fore you wash away. There’s nothing you can do out 
th $ 


ere, 

“Youre right about that,” he said sourly, “We'll 
have to wait for daylight and the rain to stop. Even 
then... But we can’t spend the night in the car.” 

“Why can’t we?” 

“Because I'm too damned tall, that’s why not, My 
legs are too long. And I'm beat. I haven't closed an 
eye for over twenty-four hours.” 

“What do you suggest? Bedding down in the 
mud?” 

He ignored the sarcasm. He pulled his head back 
out of the window, saying, “There’s some kind of an 
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old building over there. Probably an old barn. That's 
what I suggest.” 

Jean poked out her face. She glimpsed the faint 
outlines of a building a few hundred feet away. 
“I don't know,” she said dubiously. “There may be 


It was his turn to be sarcastic. “You're not afraid 
of a cow, for God’s sake?” | 

“But you don’t know if that’s all.” 

“No, I don’t know but I'm willing to the 
chance.” He opened the door and reached behind 
the seat for a pair of blankets. “You can stay here if 
you want.” 

“Mace, you wouldn’t leave me,” she wailed. 

“Oh, wouldn’t 1?” He switched off the car lights 
and started away. . 

“Mace, wait.” A 

She scrambled across the seat and out of the car. 
She sank to her ankles in the mud and was instantly 

She loosed a cry of pure rage. “Damn! This is my 
best dress.” 

He came back to her, safe and dry in yellow slicker 
and knee boots. “Why'd you wear it, then?” 

“I wore it for you.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” He wrapped a blanket around her, 
picked her up under his arm and started again for 
the building. 

As he plucked her off the ground, Jean's feet came 
po her shoes, “My shoes—they’re stuck in the 
mud.” 

“They'll still be there in the morning.” 

“But they'll be ruined.” 

“Oh, hell and damnation!” 

He slogged back through the mud. Without put- 
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ting her down he stooped, retrieved her shoes, and 
tossed them into the car. 

As they started toward the building once more, 
Mace grumbled, “Why didn’t you bring a raincoat?” 

“I don’t have one.” 

“Don't have one!” He was scandalized, “A carny 
without a raincoat? Tiger, you're really something, 
you know that?” 

The barn was empty of animals except for a large 
rat that fled the beam of Mace’s flashlight. Although 
Jean had a terror of rats, she decided to keep quiet. 
After all, the barn was dry and there was a scatter- 
ing of hay in one corner, 

When Mace set her down, she began to shiver. 

“You'd better get out of those wet things.” He 
gave her one, of the blankets, “Wrap this around you.” 

He turned his back and crossed to the hay. While 
Jean got out of her clothes, he raked the hay into a 
pile and spread the second blanket over it. Then he 
clicked off the flashlight and sat down with a tired 
sigh. After a moment she saw the spurt of flame as he 
lit a cigarette. 

Jean stripped down to the skin and hung her things 
across a low beam. The blanket was scratchy and 
smelled rancid but it was dry. She wrapped it around 
her and went over to sit beside Mace. 

“Could I have a drag?” | 

He gave her the cigarette. “Careful. We don’t want 
to set the place on fire.” 

She smoked the cigarette down until it scorched 
her fingers and then gave it back to him. He ground 
it out in the dirt of the barn floor, 

“Mace?” 

“Yes, tiger?” 


SEX DANCER 

“I really did wear that dress for you,” she said in 
a small voice. 

He was silent. But after a little he put his arm 
around her shoulders and drew her to him. “Hey, 
youre still shivering.” 

“Tm cold.” 

With gentle hands he started to chafe her back 
and shoulders through the blanket. In a short time 
Jean grew warm and flushed. She allowed the blan- 
ket to slip down. Inadvertently the back of his hand 
brushed across an erecting nipple. Jean shuddered. 
She heard his intake of breath. Then his hard mouth 
was on hers and his hand cupped her breast. 

Mace made a guttural sound deep in his throat. 
He took his mouth from hers, his lips moving softly 
down the column of her neck to the curve of her 
shoulder. “Jean, you don’t know how much I've 
wanted to do this.” 

“Me, too. Oh, yes, yes!” 

He touched her throat with his tongue and she 
moaned, the muscles in her neck tightening. Then 
his mouth was on her breast, the tip of his tongue 
feathering the nipple. Jean shuddered again, the 
breath whistling through her teeth. 

He folded the blanket back, baring her body to his 
caresses. She throbbed to the stroke of his fingers. His 
fingertips brushed her abdomen; his knuckles rolled 
across the soft flesh of her inner thigh. 

Her love for him clawed at her throat. She surged 
against him, her fingers plucking at his clothing. 
The buttons on his shirt dug into her flesh, hurt- 


ing. 
“Please, darling, please!” 
Mace rolled away from her. With quickening pulse 
she listened to the sound of his clothes being re- 
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moved, She waited in a suspension of time. She 
_ waited for him with fevered flesh and thudding 
heart. Then he was back and she gave herself up to 
She offered her mouth in utter oblivion, Mace 
kissed her with a hunger that drove the breath from 
her lungs 


Jean took her mouth away. She nibbled at the lobe 
of his ear. She whispered urgently, “Tell me, tell me.” 

“I love you, Jean,” he said huskily. 

“Me, too, darling. Me, too. Yes, yes.” 

He -caressed her with his hands and mouth. His 
lovemaking was not as artful as Nicks, not so sure 
and experienced, but he was much gentler, For a big 
man he was very gentle. She wanted to scream at 
him to get rough, to hurt her, but she kept silent and 
waited. The lengthening night was a concert master 
of sensation. 

And finally she ignited like a flare exploding. 
She surged against him, convulsing with demand. As 
Mace responded to her need, the night pinwheeled 
around her in a scalding rotation of pulsing, agon- 
ized rhythm. Torment and ecstasy fused with a 
flame of incandescence. 

“You can’t know, darling,” she cried. “Tve never, 
never felt like this.” 

The blending of pleasure and torture in her was 
exquisite, She raked his back with her nails. She tore 
her mouth from his and bit down hard on her knuck- 
les to stop a scream, 

After the summit of passion was reached and be- 
hind her, she lay spent and sleepy beside him. She 
had never realized she was a creature of such rare, 
sensual appetite, Alongside her, Mace was warm and 
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alive, his labored breathing returning to normal. She 
found his hand and squeezed. 

“Darling, I love you. Oh, I do. I do.” 

He returned the pressure of her hand. “I know, 
tiger, I know. Same here.” His chuckle was low and 
content. “Me, too.” 

You bastard, she thought without anger, don’t go 


overboard. 

His hand loosened and fell away. His breathing be- 

came deep and even. He was asleep. 

“Poor, tired darling” she murmured, 

She ran the flat of her hand across his chest. The 
mat of hair there sent a tingle along her nerve- 
ends like an electric shock. Then her own hand fell 
nervelessly as she dropped like a stone into a well 
of sleep. 

The rain had stopped. That was her last coherent 
thought. 


She awoke all at once. The barn was golden with 
reflected sunlight. Memories of the night before flood- 
ed in on her. Afraid it had all been a dream, afraid 
even to breathe, she turned her head. 

Mace lay smiling at her, his gray eyes tender. 

“Good morning, tiger.” 

“Mace. Then it all happened? It wasn’t just a 
dream?” 

“It happened,” he said gravely. 

Jean sat up, her breasts quivering. “Oh! I forgot.” 
She tried to cover her nakedness with her hands. 

He made a sound of amusement. “You're embar- 
rassed, after last night?” 

“But that was last night. This is broad day. No! rm 
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not ashamed. I'm not.” She sat up straight, preening 
under his intent gaze. 

Then her hands went up to touch her hair and 
found a canes ae ee She gasped in dismay. 
"oe look wing h solemnly 

“You look fine to me, tiger,” he said | 

She smiled down at him. “Do I, darling?” | 

“I said so, didn’t IP But then you always look fine 
to me.” 

He made to sit up but Jean, twisted, catlike, throw- 
ing herself across him. Her breasts flattened on his 
chest as her weight forced him back down on the 
blanket. 7 


“Fine—that’s all you ever say and that’s not good 
enough, damn you!” 

“Not good enough? You want compliments at this 
hour of the morning?” he grumbled. 

“Yes.” 


_ “All right, then. You're gorgeous. You're beautiful. 

You're the most beautiful creature I know,” he said, 
laughing. “That good enough?” 

“It'll do for a starter.” 

He grew serious. “And I love you, Jean. Is that 
what you want to hear?” 

“Yes, yes. Me, too, darling. I love you so much I 
feel all bruised from it. Come to think of it~” she 
giggled—“I am bruised, after last night.” 

He tangled his fingers in her hair and brought her 
face down. His mouth was soft and warm and incredi- 
bly sweet. She absorbed his kiss with a child’s greed. 

After a moment she raised her face a few inches, 
She saw her image reflected in his eyes, like minia- 
tures of twins. The fancy tickled her. Laughing, she 
told him. 
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“I wish you were twins,” he said with mock serious- 
ness. 

“Which one of us would you love the most?” 

Fe a ask too damned many questions,” he grum- 
bled. 

With closed eyes he began to caress her back and 
shoulders. Her arousal was slow and languorous. She 
nuzzled her face against the hairs on his chest. She 
put her lips to the pulse in his throat, glorying in the 
quickening beat of his heart. Then she raised her- 
self to look down into his face. Dreamily she said, “I 
wonder if the rest of the carny got through all right, 
that bridge being out, and all.” 

His eyes flew open. “You can think about the carny 
at a time like this?” 

“Well, I was just thinking,” she said defensively. 
“Maybe they didn’t get set up. Then we wouldn't 
have to hurry....” 

“The carny, like the mail, always gets through. 
And, like I said, you talk too much. Yak, yak, yak.” 

No longer gentle, he tightened his arms and pulled 
her to him. Their bodies came together like two 
antagonists clashing in battle. 

Her arousal was now complete and fierce. “Let me 
be on top. Let me.” 

And she was content to say no more. 





5 


THE day before the carnival arrived at a new show 
lot a man called the lot staker measured out the 
positions of the various concessions, show tents and 
rides and marked boundaries for each by driving 
flat stakes into the ground. On one side of the stake 
was lettered the name of the show starting there and 
on the other side the name of the neighboring show. 
The locations were never the same from week to 
week. That was especially true of the show tents. Sel- 
dom was a show owner content with his location. Ev- 
ery week the front office was besieged by complaints 
from disgruntled show owners. ees 
show owner more than being located directly across 
the midway from a ride which was likely to 
drown out the show’s . The Caterpillar Ride, for 
instance, was the noisiest and the most detested by 
showmen. | 

And an unwritten code held sway among the show 
talkers: No talker would start a bally while a neigh- 
boring show’s bally was in progress. But often an un- 
scrupulous talker would start his bally midway of 
his neighbor's and the front office would hear the en- 
suing screams, loud and clear. 

But once the lot staker had done his job there was 
no recourse; no relocations were allowed until the 
next carny date, So each show operator accepted his 
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location with whatever bitching he could get away 
with, and waited until next week. 

As each carny truck arrived and unloaded on 
setup day, the show tents began to grow. The great 
sheets of folded canvas that made up the tent were 
unpacked, As the sheets were laid out on the ground, 
they were overlapped slightly and sewed together 
with light lines called lacers. For additional 
other ropes were led through hooks above and below 
the overlap to strengthen the joining and to hold the 
lacing tight. The tent stakes were driven into the 
ground and the poles inserted into the grommets. 
Then, like an opening umbrella, the huge tent sprang 
up from the earth. The sidewalls were hung, the seats 
put into place, the show front erected and the bally 
platform put up. The show was ready to open. 

Meanwhile, the rides and the concessions were 
going up. Soon an entire carnival had grown into 
place. Except for the different arrangements of the 
different shows, it was a complete reproduction of 
the carnival on the lot of the night before. A com- 
` munity of several hundred people and dozens of 
structures had moved three hundred miles and re- 
built itself in eight to twelve hours. 

This weekly move was accomplished without the 
discipline that ordinarily held together large bodies, 
such as an army or a circus, which moved often. A 
carnival was composed of little units, each completely 
separate from the other. Each unit had complete au- 
tonomy. At any time a showman or a concessionaire 
might choose to tell the carny owner that he was 
leaving between moves and there was no argument. 
Contracts were unknown. And yet the format seldom 
changed for more than a day or two. If a concession- 

97 





SEX DANCER 


aire or a showman left, the gap was filled almost 
immediately by an advertisement placed in the Bill- 
board magazine, the carny’s bible. 

The overnight tear-down and reconstruction was 
ever a new miracle to Jean. But this time she had 
not been there to witness it, 

For Mace had been right. The carny had got 
through, set up, and opened on schedule. The storm 
that had delayed Mace and Jean had been nothing 
more than a drizzle at the new location. And so Jean 
missed her first setup since joining the carny. 

Mace, being nothing more than a ticket seller, was 
not missed. But the absence of a star performer of 
Jean’s caliber meant a loss of revenue. 

And Nick was raging. “You know what?” he 
nce tal a a hata NE aia 

“Did I, Nick?” Jean said calmly, “That’s too bad.” 

“Too bad!” Nicks dark face suffused with blood 
and he seemed on the verge of a stroke. Her calm ac- 
ceptance of his loss rendered him momentarily 


speechless, 

It was late afternoon and Nick had just found Jean 
in the trailer putting on her make-up for the first 
show. She had arrived with Mace only an hour be- 
fore. It had taken them most of the morning to get 
the car out of the mud and on the road again. 

Nick found his voice. He roared, “Too bad? Is that 
all you have to say?” 

“What else can I say, Nick? I told you what hap- 
pened. If you lost money, I'm sorry.” 

“Yeah, you told me what ha | but I don’t be- 
lieve you,” he said silkily. “You know what I think? I 
think you shacked up hadani aai with that 
redhead, That’s what I think.” 
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Jean was curiously unafraid, For the first time Nick 
had failed to intimidate her. She shrugged. “Think 
what you like, then.” 

y did you ride with him, anyway? Without a 
word about it to me.” 

With a flash of temper she whirled on him, “I'm not 
your slave, Nick. I work for you, sure, but believe me, 
I'm still living my own life.” 

He assumed an injured tone. “I don’t understand, 
ear always thought we made music together, 


“Whatever we made wasn't any part of music. 
Not to my ears.” 

“But with the redhead it is, huh? Is that what 
youre trying to tell me?” 

“Tm not trying to tell you anything. Just leave me 
alone.” With a gesture of indifference she turned to 


up. 

After a moment he said casually, “We didn’t have 
a blow-off last night. Esther wasn’t able to work.” 

“And whose fault is that?” 

“Okay, okay! So I lost Sem head and whacked the 
bitch around a little. After all, I did it for you.” 

“Did you, now, Nick?” Jean was scornful. 

His voice had a whine. “The broad was coming 
for you. You know that.” 

“I don’t know anything of the kind. I think Mace 
was right. I think you like to beat up women. I've got 
a few bruises of my own, remember.” 

“Mace, Mace—that’s all I hear from you any more,” 
Nick said on an explosion of fury. He dug his fingers 
into the flesh of her upper arm and spun her around 
to face him. His breath stank of gin. “I've got news 
for you, kiddo. You're gonna work the blow-off to- 
night in place of Esther.” 
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r e E R 
“Goddamit, you've got to, kiddo. I'm losing money 
every night that misses a blow-off.” 

“No, Nick,” she said placidly. 

“It'll mean more dough in your pay check at the 
end of the week. There's nothing so different about 
a blow-off, what you do now.” 





satisfaction of venting his anger by beating her. 

“Go ahead, Nick,” she said steadily. “I can’t stop 
_ you. But when you hit me, I'm walking out. You can 
go whistle for another star act. You'll be putting an 
ad in the Billboard tomorrow!” 

His hand fell and he released her arm. His face 
Sean — wigs. Bench he turned and 
stomped out, leaving the open. 

Jean watched him go, rubbing her arm where the 
imprint of his fingers y had started dis- 
—— She felt a sense of mingled satisfaction 
and relief. 

But Nick was barely out of sight before Jean had 
Enredar aer iafe Aed sina e 
lurking just outside, waiting for Nick to leave. Her 
rana ee OES, BINOE iy ink Siarhit dna She woro 
full regalia, Thinking back, Jean could not 
remember ever seeing the woman dressed in any- 
thing else. 
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Jean had just donned her wrapper when Lita 
stepped through the door. With the robe unbelted, 
she faced the woman. Underneath she wore her 
bally costume: flesh-colored tights and a tasseled 
brassiere, Lita’s green-eyed gaze moved down Jean's 
body with calculated contempt. In an instinctive re- 
action, Jean drew the wrapper closed. 

“What’s the matter, Miss Winters?” Lita asked 
mockingly. “No free shows today?” 

“I should keep my door closed. There’s no telling 
what might crawl in when my back is turned!” 

Lita gestured carelessly. “Don’t cover up on my 
account. I’m with it. I've seen it all. And what I've 
seen was better than anything you can offer.” 

“What do you want, Lita?” 

“Tell me, Jeanie, how did you do it? Show him 
what you just showed me? Or more?” She nodded 

, . “But of course you did.” 

“I don’t know what you mean.” 

“Oh, you know what I mean, all right, all right. 
You finally latched onto Mace.” 

“If you mean last night, we were caught in the 
storm.” 

“The storm I heard about. It’s the rest of the story 
I want to know.” 

“What rest? What did Mace tell you?” Jean asked 
swiftly. And instantly she regretted the words. She 
felt like a child caught with her hand in the cookie 
jar. Lita had outwitted her again. 

Lita was amused, “Mace told me nothing impor- 
tant, But he didn’t have to. He’s been strutting like a 
barnyard rooster since he got in. I know what took 
place between you two. You even left your slut’s 
stink on him.” 
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“You should know about the slut bit. From what 
Mace told me...” 

This time, Jean had scored a hit. Lita’s face tight- 

Beginning to enjoy herself, Jean went on. “Can't 
you stand to lose him, Lita? But you never had him. 
Mace told me what fun you were, and that was all, 
he said. But I am the one he loves.” She drew her- 
self up. She knew her attitude was prideful to the 
ea ee i ee 


nL ovel' Lite hobted. iatt be. thee der, when 
Mace Strange falls for a girlie-show tramp!” 

“He told me he loved me,” Jean said 

“Before or after? He probably figured that's what 
you wanted to hear.” 

Remembering, Jean was struck to the core with 
doubt. She felt the flooding of hot tears behind 
her eyes. While she searched for a suitable retort, 
Lita was gone, striding toward the midway with that 
dimpled-buttock strut. 


It was time for the first bally. Still seething, Jean 
went straight to the bally platform without going to 
the dressing tent. 

The carny was just coming to life. Searchlights 
stabbed the darkening sky. The spokes of the ferris 
wheel flamed amber and pale green. In the hot dusk 
the wheel lights had the hard glitter of a spinning 
necklace of rhinestones. Across the midway the 
merry-go-round started up with its blare of martial 
music and the epileptic jerking of nodding, endlessly 
circling horses. 

Jean rounded the show tent, kicking before her 
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clouds of sawdust like powdered snow. She was 
late; a small crowd had already gathered before the 
bally platform and Nick was beginning his first bally. 
Jean ran up the steps and got into line next to Cathy 
Reardon, a leggy brunette who had taken Esther's 
place in everything but the blow-off. 

Nick turned his head and bent a baleful glare on 
Jean. He proceeded to ignore her for the rest of the 
bally. Cathy gave her a friendly wink. Jean, as the 
show’s star and Nick’s girl, had never been on warm 
terms with the other girls. Apparently they now 
sensed Nicks displeasure with Jean and felt that 
had placed her more on a level with them. 

Nick twirled his cane. “Step right up, gents. Move 
down in close. Don’t be bashful. Nothing here to 
harm you. Unless—” his nervous chuckle, magnified 
by the mike, promised secret delights—“unless, that 
is, you suffer from high blood pressurel” 

That night Jean’s dancing, to say the least, was un- 
inspired. She moved easily to the off-stage music, 
smiling, humming to herself. Her thoughts were on 
Mace, not her audience. And from the audience, she 
received catcalls and exhortations: “Warm it up, 
baby, warm it up!” All of which she calmly ignored. 
After each performance Nick swept past her with 
black looks but he kept his distance and he did not 
speak a word to her all evening. 

As Jean came off the stage following the last show, 
she was met by an excited Cathy. “Did you hear, 
ee exclaimed. “Your man is going to ride to- 
night! 

Jean’s heart skipped a beat. “Mace? When?” 

“At the last show, I heard.” | 
_ Jean sped across the midway toward the motor- 
drome, fearful yet eager with anticipation. If Mace 
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succeeded in whipping his fear of the walls, she 
knew he would be a different person. She prayed she 
would not be too late to see it. On the other hand, 
if he failed, he could easily be killed. She hurried 
faster. 


SF ee eee eee ene Saree “Your 
et acai of de teen eons he eae 
and accuracy grapevine. same 
grapevine, Jean knew, alerted Nick and Lita 
and had earlier sent them storming into the trailer. 

The ticket box and the bally platform at the drome 
were both deserted but a large crowd was gathered 
on the spectator gallery. It wasn't until she had taken 
a quick peek down into the silo and, seeing n 
cycles on the walls, had ghida atound at the face: 
beside her that Jean realized a majority of the spec- 
tators were carnies, It seemed half the carny was 
present. The word must have whipped along the mid- 
way like a brush fire. Each face wore a look of anx- 


iety. 
She let her thoughts dwell on this paradox for a 
moment. All the while she had believed that most 
of the carnies were only concerned with the people of 
ee ee ee See © oe ee We 








dé bad honibt: Aana di faa vot’ sen, wick 
it long enough to grasp the truth of this. 

An eruption of sound from the pit commanded her 
attention. On the floor of the drome Mace and an- 
other rider were astride cycles, Al Carstairs stood be- 
side Mace, a hand resting on his shoulder. He was 
talking earnestly into Mace’s ear. Mace’s lean face 
was set stubbornly. Now he shook his head in the 
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negative and revved the motor. The noise shook the 
ee Ses eae: 

Al stepped back and spread his hands in resigna- 
tion. Mace motioned for him to leave the drome. Now 
it was Al’s turn to shake his head. Mace shrugged and 
started the cycle in motion. The second rider fol- 
lowed suit, a few lengths behind. 

After a few laps on the slope-wall, Mace gunned 
his machine and mounted to the seventy-degree 
wall. For a moment Jean held her breath as he ap- 
peared to hesitate, the motor even seeming to stut- 
ter. Then he was whirling around the wall in full 
control of the cycle. Jean felt like cheering. She 
glanced around at the other carnies. The faces were 
empty of expression, watching and waiting. 

When Jean looked again into the pit, Mace’s cycle 
was on the ninety-degree wall. She had the eerie 
impression he was climbing straight up at her. She 
got a clear glimpse of him. Framed by the crash 
helmet, his face was white and tense. His lower lip 

was caught between his teeth and Jean saw a dribble 
of blood on his chin. Then he had straightened out, 
circling midway of the straight wall. The second 
rider gunned his cycle with a deafening roar and 
climbed perilously near the safety cable and then 
dipped, starting the crossover. 

Jean knew the timing had to be perfect for this 
stunt. The machines were supposed to make an X, 
one rising toward the top, the other dipping toward 
the bottom, the one crossing scant inches in front 
of the other. 

Jean held her breath, for Mace seemed unaware 
of what was happening. He had not once looked up. 
And the other cycle was bearing down on him in a 
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direct collision course. Saati tian tie 
suicidal path. } 

She opened her mouth to scream but no sound 
came from her throat. At the very last instant the 
other rider checked his speed and managed to 
straighten out to travel side by side with Mace. Now 
‘Mace glanced around and Jean saw his face crumple 
with terror. His cycle slowed, the motor popping in 
deceleration. The front wheel wobbled dangerously. 

“Youre going too slow, Mace. Too slow!” she 
leaned far out to grasp the safety cable; she felt a 
sliver of steel wire pierce the flesh of her palm. She 
screamed at the top of her voice, “Mace!” 

At that instant, Mace’s cycle nosed over, its front 
wheel following an erratic course, and the machine 
plunged sickeningly toward the drome floor. 
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FRANTICALLY Jean tried to fight her way clear of 
the crowd. But everyone was pressing in on her and 
RE E SE Oe 
Finally she was free, running down the steps and 
around to the slanting door at the rear of the drome. 
Those few frantic minutes seemed an eternity to 
Jean. Her mind was tortured with horrifying visions 
—a lifeless Mace, the shock of red hair dulled in 
death; a maimed Mace, his lean body that she had 
known only for a few hours, crippled for life. Or, 
at best, a Mace doomed to a life torn by misery and 
self-doubts. 

The slanting door was fastened on the inside. Jean 
ant ondi oai big Onh Miter Fomo . Let me 

She listened, her ear to the crack. There was no 
sound from within. Again she pounded on the door. 

ee er eee a ee eee 

eda ne oA OER 

Jean pushed past him. 

Mace was gone. 

sis pean ten ened against his motorcycle, 
nervously smoking a cigarette. His face was gray 
with shock. Lita stood beside him, her back to Jean. 
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Across the drome lay a second cycle that Jean as- 
sumed was the one Mace had been riding. It lay on 
its side; the front wheel twisted at a weird angle, 
its tire blown. 

Jean made a strangled sound in her throat. Lita 
spun around, At the sight of Jean her face went ugly 
with fury. Her thin lips parted and she said some- 
thing in a low voice. 

eam unheeding, wheeled on Al. “Mace—is he 
hurt 


“No, the kid’s okay, Jeanie,” Al said, sighing heav- 
ily. “He wasn’t hurt.” 

Her relief was enormous. “Then where is he?” 
“I wish to hell I knew. After the crash he went 
wheeling hellbent out of here.” 

“What happened? I was upstairs but I left when 
= h, he able down and the 
“O was able to own and part way up t 
vrall din tha ethide stds (idols ee O EMANE Do Ge 
time all his speed was gone and he wasn’t hurt when 
he crashed. But it’s a living miracle he wasn’t killed.” 
“No thanks to Jean he isn’t in the morgue this min- 
ute,” said Lita, crossing to them. “It was her fault he 
tried the walls t > 
Stung, Jean retorted. “I never said a single word 
to Mace about riding again, one way or the other.” 
“You didn’t have to say anything, He did it for 
you. He told me. He said he didn’t want you to be 

ashamed of him.” 

“I wasn’t ashamed of him,” Jean said hotly. “I'd 

love him even if he dug ditches for a living.” 
‘Til bet!” Lita’s lips drew back in a sneer. “I can 

just see you flipping for a ticket seller over a drome 

“rele anean alll Glob vad enka in 
on.” 
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“That'll do, Lita,” Al said. “It was nobody’s fault. 
To live with himself, the kid had to try again sooner 
or later. I’m only sorry it didn’t work out. But now, 
I don’t know—" 

“He wasn’t ready. Not yet.” Lita was adamant. 
“snd he could have easy been killed. That's for sure.” 

“You'd like that, wouldn’t you?” Jean said bitterly. 
Se then nobody else can. Right, 
Lita 

Lita’s eyes were twin flames of green fire. “Why, 
you—” She started for Jean. 

“Now, that’s enough, Lita.” Al stepped between 
them. “Zipper up that mouth of yours and get out of 
here. We've had enough trouble for one day.” 

Lita glared past Al at Jean, her mouth working 
silently. Then she was gone. 

“Come along, Jeanie. Til buy the coffee.” Al 
cupped her elbow in his hand and led her away. At 
the door he called back over his or,“ 
you'd better get to bed. If you don’t feel up to riding 
tomorrow, don’t worry about it. I'll fill in.” He 
laughed sandily. “I guess there's a ride or two left 
in the old carcass.” 

On the way to the cook tent he said. “Don't let 
Lita get you down, Jeanie. She's eating out her heart 
over Mace. I don’t think she ever meant much to the 
kid, and she can’t accept that. What’s worse, there’s 
a superstition among the drome riders: If a rider 
once loses his nerve, he’s poison. Keep away from 
him because it might rub off. I don’t believe any of 
that crap myself, but people who risk their lives 
every day for a living get some funny ideas, believe 


me. 
“Al, honest to God, I said nothing to Mace about 
riding again. He told me about his crack-up last 
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night. I know it’s been eating at him but all I said 
was, ‘It'll take time. That’s all, believe me.” 
He patted her hand. “I believe you, Jeanie. But 


The cook tent was crowded. A quick glance told 
Jean that Mace was not there. 

Al, seeing her look, shook his head. “No, my guess 
is the kid’s as far away from the lot as he can get 
without leaving town.” 

“But where can he be?” 

"I'd imagine he’s off by himself somewhere. He'll 
be back...” And he added under his breath, “Ore he 
won't.” 

Al spotted an empty table and led Jean to it. She 
refused food; she as too upset and apprehensive to 
eat. Hunched over a cup of coffee, Al picked up the 
conversation again. “I hadn’t been riding a month 
when I had my first spill. I got back on the walls 
for the next show. If I hadn’t, I might never have 
ridden again.” š 

Jean said passionately, want Mace, period. And 
I don't care if he never rides again.” 

“But he cares, any see? It’s his life, Jeanie,” 
Al explained. His lea face took on a thoughtful 
look. “The kid was a born drome rider, if there is 
such an animal. I knew that the first time I saw 
him. I brought him along slow and easy. He was a 
natural. He had the guts of a burglar but he was 
never a reckless show-off. Anything I can’t stand is 
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a cowboy in my drome. And the kid had the reflexes 
of a tiger—” 


At the word, Jean winced, Al looked at her in in- 
“He calls me ‘tiger,’ ” she said past the lump in her 
throat. 


His face softened and he patted her hand again. 
“I know the kid cares for you, Jeanie. He told me. 
I think you two would hit it off fine.” 

“Then Lita was right. He did do it because of me.” 

Al looked uncomfortable. “Well, you could look 
at it that way.” He added swiftly, “But that’s not 
the point. Sooner or later he had to try or else leave 
the carny. He can’t hang around selling tickets. That 
kind of thing ends a man up a geek, biting the heads 
off live chickens in the ten-in-one. And I know he 
can do it, if he can only finish the crossover. Just 
once, dammit. That's all he needs. He sent a fist 
crashing down on the table. “He hasn't lost his guts, 
just his confidence. I’m as sure of that as I am of 
anything!” | 

“But where is he now?” Jean wailed. She had a 
sudden thought. “Maybe he’s in a bar getting drunk.” 

“No, not the kid,” Al said strongly. “One thing I’ve 
never had to worry about is Mace boozing it up 
like some carnies, That’s one thing I never allow— 
One of my riders drinking. Just one beer can play 
hob with reflexes on the walls.” He shook his head 
in conviction. “No, I'm not worried at all about the 
kid boozing it up.” 


“Famous last words,” Al said ruefully. He 
scrubbed his hand across his face. “He’s in my car, 
Jeanie, and he’s stoned.” 
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en E eet eee 
drome ticket booth. It was very late. Hours ago, it 
seemed, Al had gone in search of Mace and Jean 
gee nee eee eee did you find 

“In a bar not far away. Just like you thought.” 

“And he’s in your car?” 

“Now wait, Jeanie.” He held up a hand. “He's 


ee S A “TII take care of him. 
I don’t want want him waking up all alone in the 


eae tote 
he does wake up,” Al warned. 





“How about Nick Diles? From what I hear, he 
won't like it.” 

So ee eee ee 
you help me right now 

“Of course, Jeanie.” i Ga annsa 

Fifteen minutes later, supporting him between 
them, they managed to walk Mace toward the trailer. 
His head lolled loosely; his mouth was slack; there 
was the sour stench of vomit on him. 
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Once he opened his eyes and, for an instant, he 
gazed at Jean. "Tiger? That you, tiger?” 

“Yes, darli 

Then he lapsed into drunkenness See patia 
ing in a sing-song voice, iger, „tiger, urning 
bright/In the forests of the night.. 

Al chuckled. “Poetry, yet. Wait until I tell him 
about that. I never knew I had a drome rider who 
spouted poetry.” Then his voice changed to disgust. 
“God, is he ever a mess!” 

Jean’s impulse was to leap to Mace’s defense but 
she kept silent. Al was right—Mace was a mess. But 
she did not care. The thought of taking care of him, 
even in his present condition, was strangely comfort- 
ing to her. She was grateful that he was still alive 
and had not fled both the carny and her for good. 

Inside the trailer they got Mace on the bed and 


“Thanks for helping me, Al. Il take it from here.” 

Al nodded, saying, “Okay, Jeanie, Good night, 
then.” His smile was understanding. “I leave him in 
good hands, I know.” He backed a few steps, then 
turned and left the trailer. 

The moment he was gone, Jean was swamped with 
a feeling of helplessness. She had not the slightest 
notion of what to do. Aside from Nick, who never 
drank himself immobile, she had had no experience 
with drinking. She had never taken more than three 
consecutive drinks in her whole life. 

Except for a slight snoring sound, Mace lay as one 
dead. She had heard somewhere that the best thing 
to do for a drunk was to let him sleep it off. But 
to her that seemed unfeeling, somehow inadequate. 
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She approached the bed with determination. With 
great difficulty she removed his boots, then unbut- 
toned his shirt. Mace lay inert and it took her a 
long while of pushing and tugging to get the shirt 
from under him. By the time she got the riding 
breeches off, she was exhausted. She stood looking 
down at the lean, muscular length of his nearly naked 
body, wondering what next to do. Finally she got 
a cold wet cloth and washed his face. 

He stirred only once, crying out, flinging his head 
from side to side. A few garbled words spilled 
from him, “Nol ...I can’t... Yellow like slicker...” 
Then he lay quiet again. 

Jean drew a sheet over him. Vaguely remembering 
that black coffee was supposed to be good for so- 
hale eee es 


Then she went into the tiny bathroom, scrubbed 
off her make-up and took a shower. She put on a 
sheer black nightgown and returned to the bed. 
Mace was still asleep. Tense and wakeful, she 
stretched out beside him. The only sound in the trail- 
er was the cheery burbling of the coffee and Mace’s 


| moan. 

Eventually she fell into a light doze to be awak- 
ened by a loud cry from Mace. He was sitting bolt 

Jean sat up and he leaned away from her. “It's 
all right, darling,” she said in a soothing voice. 

“Jean? Is that you?” He searched for her hand. 

The pressure of his hand was painful but she made 
no outcry. “In my trailer, Mace.” 

“My God, but I made a mess of it, didn't IP A 
mess of everything.” 
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“Sh:h, itl be all right. You'l seo.” 


yeah! 
comfort, aren’t you?” His hands flew up to cradle his 
head. “God, I'm sick! My head feels like a punctured 
tire.” 
Tentatively she touched his cheek with her fin- 
gers. “Mace, I've made some coffee. Would that 


eep, you bastard!” 
“Who said I was?” he muttered. 


She pushed him firmly away and sprang from bed. 
Gray light spilled through the trailer window; the 
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night was almost over. Jean stood beside the bed a 
moment, smiling down at him. With a single, sinuous 
motion she peeled the nightgown to her bare feet. 

ee 


“I was. I still am.” He rolled against her. “But I 
need you, Jean. 

“Me, too, darling,” she said huskily. 

But for a time he was content merely to hold her. 
His embrace was tight and hard, his fingers digging 
into the flesh of her back and shoulders, hurting her. 
Jean suffered uncomplainingly. And then she disen- 
gaged his arms and pillowed his head on her breasts. 
He lay quietly, the breath from his nostrils playing 
over her breasts. A shiver of delight sped along her 
fone Her nipples stiffened and she clutched him to 


Mace stirred and took an erect nipple gently be- 
tween his teeth. His hands roamed over her, at first 
gently and slowly, then with increasing urgency 

Her lips came alive on his skin. With hands and 
mouth Mace probed at the secret places of her body. 
Passion rose in Jean like a tidal wave. Close to hys- 
teria, she stirred against his chest, shuddering volup- 
_tuously. Her body was 1 

The: cove: of her being cried. out for release from 
torment. Out of the maelstrom of sensation she cried 
out to him, “Mace? Darling, now. Don’t wait!” 
Through the roaring in her ears her own voice sound- 
ed unreal, far-off. 

He took her with a quivering intensity. And Jean 
received him with a mindless, female savagery that 
an out the night as effectively as unconscious- 


” Her mind and body were engaged totally with the 
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ecstasy racking her, Rhythmically she rose to meet 
him again and again. She was artful and demanding. 

Jean’s body contracted in a final, spasm 
and she melted away under him, her flesh and 
bones spine gt Dr great as center of 
throbbing In a half-swoon pees 
as her racing blood quieted and her thundering heart 


subsided . . 

She felt heat through her closed eyelids, Opening 
Aal ie iae TIE O Site Weak Sunlight poured 
into the trailer like warm honey. 

She turned her head to look at Mace. He touched 
the corner of her eye with a forefinger. 

ane ae: he said in astonis 

“Am I, dar 





“Nothing, you idiot, nothing!” _ 

She burrowed him, b her face in the 
crook of his | . She fitted her t aapi eesti 
ewy curvature of his. 


“You talk too much,” she said with a catch in her 

throat. “Yak yak yak! Just hold me and be quiet.” 
Lying close, she felt warm and secure. And loved. 
So she slept. 
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WHEN she awoke, she was lying on her side facing 
the wall. With a start of alarm she flipped over. Mace, 
fully dressed, sat on the edge of the smoking a 
cigarette. His face was drawn and pale. 

“Mace, havent you been sleeping?” Her voice 
climbed sleepily out of her throat. 

He turned a troubled gaze on her. He shook his 
head. “I've been thinking, tiger.” 

She sat up, drawing the sheet up with her. “Think- 
ing? About what, for Heaven’s sake?” She extended 
her hand and he gave her the half-smoked cigarette. 

“About me, mostly,” he said somberly. “About the 
mess I made of things last night. You know, I’ve never 
been drunk in my life. And I even made a mess of 
eek His laughter clanged with bitterness “I must 


been something to see. How did I get here, any- 


wee 

E Gi vin a a a AA 

to the lot,” she said without looking at him. “He 
me lug you in here.” 

“Al? Jesus, there’s nothing he hates more than a 
drunken rider. Foinn Daa D aaa ot ania 

“Al understands—” 

“You mean I’m not a drome rider, and who gives a 
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damn about a drunken ticket seller? Is that what he 
understands?” 

Jean made a sound of distress. “I didn’t say that. 
Besides, don’t you know—” her voice softened—“don’t 
you know I couldn’t care less whether you ever ride 
again or not?” 

He gazed intently down at her. Finally he said 
vaguely, “Yeah, yeah...” He got to his feet. “I made 
a fresh pot of coffee. Want some?” 

Without waiting for her answer, he crossed to the 
stove and poured two cups of coffee. He returned and 
gave her one. Jean held the hot cup between her 
palms, staring at him over the rim. Mace stood, gaz- 
ing out the window at the sleeping carny. 

“Jean, you know how I’ve run down carny life? 
Made out like I hated it? Well, that’s a lie.” 

“I know, darling, I know,” she said softly, so softly 
she doubted he heard. 

“It’s a lie because I love the life of a camy and 
it’s all I know,” he said with bitter passion. “What 
else can I do? For a few months as a kid I was a 
garage mechanic, in grease up to my ass and hating 
every minute of it. But with the drome I was some- 
body and I was making top money. With a chance 
to take over the drome from Al, I had it made, And 
now what?” | 

“Mace, give—” She stopped short. She had been 
about to say, “Give it time,” but she knew how wrong 
that was. 

Mace appeared not to notice. He sat down beside 
her and said urgently, “Jean, I haven't the right to 
ask you this—but I'm going to have to leave the 
cary. Will you go with me?” 

She laughed shakily. “Just try to get away from 


me, 
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“You'd do that? You'd go away with me without 
question?” 


“I said I would, didn’t I?” 


om het femalenass, The ht elle draw strength 
sloshed over on 


“Oh, hell, Tim sorry, tiger.” 

Clumsily he tried to wipe up the spilled coffee with 
the edge of the sheet but somehow, intentionally or 
er ee 

an intake of breath Jean clamped down on 
hy hand and then laughing, pushed him away. 
“Mace, let me get dressed and we'll go have some 
breakfast. Then you'll feel better.” 

nes eek a de Gad ee ee tok 


unashamedly naked. “Never 
mind,” she cried gaily. She felt as light-hearted and 
frivolous as a child. “You'll feel better. You'll see!” 
A key clattered in the of the door, the sound 


i 


a Jean like the buzz of a coiled rattle- 
snake. Mace stood up and she against him. 
Unthinking, she said, “My God, that’s Nick!” 


oa eons 3 a a wie, 
steps toward Jean in 
wardrobe closet for a garment to cover her nudity. 
But she was too late. aae ees 

He was jaunty and immaculate in tan gabardine 
with a white shirt, narrow, gray tie and brown shoes 
polished to a high gloss. His face had a secretive, 
triumphant smile. His gaze flicked from Jean to Mace 
and back again. His dark features shone with glee. 
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“Well, kiddo, caught in the act,” he said, cheer- 

fully, his head cocked to one side. 
does that mean, pleat Maoa 

“It means I've caught you two playing footsie be- 
pwoen thn shies redhead,” Nick said. “That’s what 
it means. Of course, I was too late to catch the whole 
act—what’s that old saying?” He cocked his head 
even more until it was almost on his shoulder—“the 
beast with two backs? Isn’t that it?” 

“Youve got a filthy tongue, Diles,” Mace said. 
“We're leaving the carny, Jean and I.” 

“Are you, now? 

Jean had found her robe. Clutching it together 
with one hand, she ranged alongside Mace. “That's 
right, Nick. We're getting married.” 

“Married? Well now, how about that?” His face 
flared with unholy mirth. “Now just maybe I'll have 
a thing or two to say about it.” 

“What do you have to say about anything?” Mace 
said in disgust. “Jean’s not accountable to you.” 

“Isnt she? Td say she is.” Nicks veneer flaked 
off, revealing the raw rage underneath. “Let me tell 
you both the facts of life. I found Jean going hungry 
in Hollywood. I took her and worked my tail off 
getting her ready for the act. You think I'm going 
to sluff all that off just because you two get hot pants 
for each other?” 

The words hit Jean like a slap. She felt her face 
stain with shame. She cried, “You have to cheapen 
everything, don’t you, Nick?” 

But he was not listening. “If you think you can just 
walk away like that, think again!” 

“That all you have to say, Diles?” Mace said 
tightly. 
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— voice climbed shrilly. “No, it’s not all. Not 
half!” 


“That wasn't a question,” Mace said. He moved 
toward Nick with a lightness of step amazing in so 
big a man. “I told you once T'd throw you out on 

your keister. Now I'm going to do it.” 


"Nicks laugh had a sound. “You haven't 
the guts, redhead.” 

“We'll see.” 

ee lean cates eet eee 
me 

Mace kept coming. “Til keep away from you— 
after I’ve thrown you out. 

There was something d about Mace. Watch- 
ing hin, Jonn dhoeghit of th'seliteoWd » of 


Miroi iana MA Thero vòs a 
eneun abida aS MA i ih 


man out the door with one fixid motion, then went 
out after him. 

Jean said sharply, “Mace, no! That’s enough.” 

Thinking he intended further violence, she ran to 
the door in time to see Nick pick himself up and 
without a backward glance, scamper toward the rear 
of the show tent, 

And Mace was going the other way, toward the 
midway, the set of his head and shoulders uncom- 
promising. 


“Mace,” er me 
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But he strode on without looking around. She ran 
down the steps and then paused as she remembered 
she was wearing only a wrapper with nothing under- 

neath, 


She raised her voice. “Darling, wait until I'm 
dressed and we'll have that breakfast Santee 

Mace continued his pace, passing out of sight 
around the front of the tent. 

Jean felt a ripple of apprehension. Something was 
wrong, She was sure of it. Mace was angry with her. 
It must be the key, she thought. The fact that Nick 
had a key to her trailer.. 

She hurried inside and began hastily dressing, 
oe eee she slowed, and slumped down 

the stool before her dressing 

Pr ales and Kiaan a k aAa oa, 
what could she say? Surely, he already knew about 
Nick and her. But did he? She remembered the time 
he had told her that he did not want to hear about it. 
Yet if the knowledge was forced on him—as just 
now it had been—what would be his reaction? She 
knew the answer, for she had just witnessed his re- 


action. 

And if she ran after him and lied, would he not 
be even angrier? For she knew she was transparent 
as clear water when she lied. And if she told him 


the truth? Oh, nol 
She shivered and ag ce herself, ees there 
on the stool, her thoughts black with despair, 


Later, when Nick breezed into the trailer, Jean 
was sitting in the nook with a cup of coffee. Then 
she started up in alarm. 

“Hold it right there, kiddo.” He made a frame of 
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his hands and peered at her through them. Some- 
thing in his strangely high-spirited manner struck a 
chill to Jean’s heart. Debonair as ever, he bore no 
evidence of the fracas of the morning. 

Now he nodded. “You'll do.” He started toward 
her. “I think you'll go over big in the blow-off. And, 
kiddo, we'll make a mint.” 

She sighed in exasperation, “Nick, I thought we'd 
settled that, once and for all. 

“Not quite, kiddo, not quite.” He cocked his head 
at her. “I've got a hole card, you see. A real joker of 
a hole card.” 

Jean grew still. “What is that?” 

“Your boy friend, that’s what card. He’s green-eyed 
a e OERE EEr Ea 
think he’s taking another man’s leavings. Why, I 
think he wanted to kill me.” His smile disappeared, 
then he shrugged. “But TIl have my innings later. 


Nobody Nick Diles around, Right now, I'm 
interesto in something more important—my pocket- 


“Mace knows about you and me.” 
“Does he, sow? I don’t think 20, kiddo. I think he 
only suspects How would he know—unless you told 


PTE ne ce ee eee ee 
Jean flinched, her face tightening. 

Nick chortled. “You see? I'm not stupid, kiddo. I 
know you broads pretty well. Now suppose—just sup- 
_ pose, mind you—I told him the whole bit, starting 
with the first time in winter quarters? And | t 
him right up to date? Adding a few little 
of my own. You've seen me operate on a bally, turn- 
ing a tip. I’m pretty good along that line. And in case 
my story isn't good enough, there’s always Esther. 
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She'll back me up.” His grin was sly. “You know, I 
don’t think she likes you. In fact, she’d do just about 
anything to get back at you. But you know that.” 

Jean was silent. A coldness started in the pit of her 
stomach and spread until she had to grit her teeth 

to keep them from chattering. 
~ “Now how do you think all that would set with 
the redhead? You think he’d be willing to forgive 
and forget, to go off into the sunset with you hand in 
hand, just like in the movies?” 

Nick laughed, clearly pleased with his wit. 

Jean was forced to sit down. She was trembling. 
She felt trapped. There was no predicting how Mace 
would react in his present mood, with Nick’s em- 
broidered revelations coming on top of last night's 
drome fiasco. And the key. No matter how passion- 
ately she might argue she was finished with Nick, 
there was always that damned key. 

As if he had read her mind, Nick was tossing the 
key from one hand to the other. “But it won't have 
to be that way, if you'll see it my way and work the 
blow-off,” He winked broadly. “Tl make it easy. 
I'll just have one blow-off a night, after the last show. 
And only until that pig, Esther, is able to take over 
again. How about it, kiddo?” 

Why not? It was a way out. And if you were with it, 
you went all the way. With a true carny the show 
came first, even to helping tear down the tent if the 
need arose. 

“Why me, Nick?” she asked, angry at herself for 
the note of pleading in her voice. “Why not one 
of the other girls?” 

“Because with you it means more folding stuff. The 
other broads are pigs, like Esther. But you're the best, 
kiddo. With you working the blow-off, the marks'll 
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sm Sane ons ale seen in: mines Bele: 
Scenting victory, added in wheedling tones, 
“After all, what’s so different about the blow-off?” 
Again, why not? As Nick said, what was so dif- 
ferent? Her thoughts moved as sluggishly as cold 


“All right, Nick,” she said dully. She roused slight- 
ly. “But only until Esther comes back!” 

“Sure, kiddo, sure,” he said swiftly, his eyes glint- 
ing. He bounced the key toward her, It landed on the 
table and lodged against her bare arm like a sliver 
of ice. 

A eaS A A S 
my string’s p out,” he said magnanimously, 

He went out, whistling through his teeth. 

After Nick’s departure Jean sat without moving, 
wrapped in a gray cocoon of despondency. When 
she had awakened that morning, the world had been 
a happy place, the future, bright and gleaming, un- 
rolling before her. She had been positive she had 
found what she wanted, a life with Mace. The carny, 
oO ee ee eee 
now Nick had brought her shining world crashing 
down around her. Any future with Mace was in 
Soult. For: even # Tartans wae and did not 
talk, what would Mace think of her working the 
blow-off? He was certain to find out. Of course, he 
would find out. | 

She struggled up out of the warm bath of self- 
pity. She had to find him and explain. Quickly she 
finished dressing and left the trailer, the key clutched 
in her hand. 

It was mid-afternoon and the carny dozed under 
hot, dusty canvas, On the midway a water truck 
idled along, wetting down the sawdust. She recalled 
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hearing tales of a carnival’s twin nightmares—blow- 
down or fire. In weather such as this the threat of 
fire was real. A spark in a tent floored with dry 
shavings could touch off a holocaust. But in her pres- 
ent frame of mind she did not much care if it burned 
to the ground at that moment. 

She found Mace alone behind the motordrome, in 
old clothes and polishing a motorcycle. His manner 
was distant, the gray eyes cold and searching. 

“Mace—why did you run off like that? I thought 
we were going to have breakfast together.” 

“That was your idea, Jean. Besides, eee 
gry.” He shrugged. “And I had work to do.” H 
Sick’ his baad 1n aa itaka b ok dis 
missal and resumed polishing. 

Jean recognized the rebuff but she stood her 
ground, “Darling, about what you said...” Her 
voice fell, then gathered strength. “When?” 

_ “When what?” He didn’t look up. 

“When are we leaving the carny?” 

“Im in no hurry. Maybe I was just talking.” His 
glance touched her and moved away. “What’s your 
rush? Night before last I remember you saying you 
wanted to stick around for that big chance at show 
business.” His tone was sneering. 

“I've changed my mind.” She added in a rush, 
“Darling, let’s just pack up and go. Now—todayl” 

“Maybe I’ve changed my mind, too.” 

She stood silent, fighting back the tears. Then she 
held out her hand, palm up, the key nestling there 
like a love offering. 

“Mace?” 

He looked at the key, then up to her face. His icy 
gaze was as solid as a blow. “Its a little late for 
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that, isn’t it? What did you have to do last night— 
rout Nick out of your bed to get me in?” 

A cry was wrung from her. “Mace! You know that’s 
not true.” 


“Do I? How do I know?” he demanded with delib- 
erate cruelty. “For all I know you may have a tele- 
Pane oomst opal | 

“O # 


The tears then, blinding her. She whirled 
away and stumbled toward the midway. Then, be- 
fore she reached the trailer, anger came, swift and 

ot. 

Damn him! What right did he have to talk to her 
like that? Nick had not touched her since the ‘mo- 
ment she knew she loved Mace, but she would see 
him in hell before she would tell him now. 

And she'd work the blow-off. She’d give the marks 
a show they wouldn't soon forget. 

For now, nothing mattered. 





I] 


BUT in that she was wrong. It mattered very much. 
She knew she had made a mistake the second Nick 
drew back the flap of the blow-off tent and let the 
crowd in. She knew she had been kidding herself. 
The blow-off was unimaginably worse than her act 
—so horribly worse there was no comparison. 

The tent was small and close, packed tight with 
panting male humanity, with lusting eyes and grop- 
ing hands. Here there was no distance between per- 
former and audience. There was only a single rope 
around a square area roughly the size of a prize 


fight ring. 

Jean looked around in panic but there was no es- 
cape. She was ringed around with red, sweating 
faces, with hot eyes that licked at her like flames. 
And Nick stood on a small stool in one corner. He 
had a watchful eye on her. She had not the least 
doubt he would use his cane if she tried to flee. 

And she had not the faintest idea what was ex- 
pected of her. All Nick had said was, “Get in there 
and show em, kiddo? i 

When the last ticket holder was admitted and the 
tent flap dropped into place, a record player started 
up in the background. The tinny music reminded 
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Jean of the scratchy sound track to a pornographic 
movie she'd once been lured into watching in Holly- 


Sickened by the memory, she crouched over, 
clu the wrapper tight around her. Then a claw- 
like | reached out of the crowd, reached across 
the rope and hooked in the neck of the wrapper and 


DORA ft oway. Jean stood exposed in G-string and 


Pans oa shivering uncontrollably. Voices pelted 
e a AT Words pierced 


house, honey. 
"Old, clywhat- outa Ansel Oh, oh, what I could 
do to youl” 


“Take it off, take it off.” 

The men, inflamed by alcohol and aroused 
by the main show, a 8b ae! bom. 
They were rapidly getting out con 

Hands pawed at her, fumbling, fondling, pinch- 

ing, poking, She was pamed by hands anouul/hie 
A a n NS A AA > 
flesh 0A ON OS SERON The faces wheeled 
around her in a blur. 

Then a calloused hand was rammed into the valley 
PS Saa Jean shrank back and the bra 
vee Et ee 

air 


Jean stumbled toward the center of the ring, Pant- 
ing, her breasts ro unevenly, she looked wildly 
en She had never known such scalding shame. 
She looked at Nick in entreaty. “Please, Nick, 
please,” she whispered. 
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Nick down at her in vast enjoyment. The 
cane flicked toward her like a snake’s darting tongue. 
Tean Genai bor haok And WAI Sku Yin canner 
her shoulders. Instead she felt the tip digging into 
the small of her back like a thumb. Then, before 
she guessed his intent, Nick had inserted the cane 
under the strap of the G-string and twisted. The 
strap broke and the G-string slithered to the ground. 
Aud Jean stood fully 

A hissing murmur swept the crowd. Scarlet with 
shame, Jean doubled over in a futile attempt to cover 


Then the cane was laid across her shoulders and 
Jean straightened up as the pain lanced through her. 
Her ears were peppered with obscenities. 

“Hot damn, that’s some better.” 

“Get hot, sweetie, get hot.” 

“Let’s see you move it, baby doll.” 

A slant-jawed, wet-eyed face loomed at her across 
the rope. The man’s mouth was slack and moist. 

“Here, girlie, let’s see what you can do with this.” 

An arm came toward her, the hand offering a 


lighted cigarette. 
Then a big-knuckled fist struck the arm a down- 
ward blow, the cigarette to the ground. 


And Jean found herself staring into Mace’s pale, out- 
raged features. His eyes were nearly black with dis- 
gust, his mouth a bitter slash across his face. 

“Dear God!” Jean whispered, stricken. 

They stood frozen like that for what seemed an 
eternity to Jean. Then Mace made a small gesture 
that broke the spell. 

She took a step toward him. “Mace, please! Dar- 
ling, listen to me . 3 

| He gave her a look of utter loathing and turned 
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jum pranced over 
to her. Under the clamor of the crowd, he whispered 
in her ear, “Dance, kiddo. Dance for all the nice 
people.” When she did not react, he prodded her with 
the cane. “Dance, goddam you, or I'll break my cane 
across these!” And he ground the heel of his hand 
into the swell of one breast. 

Numbly she responded, What did it matter now? 
She willed her mind a blank. She had just seen the 
death of their love mirrored in Mace’s eyes, mir- 
rored in those twin images of herself they had once 
laughed over. Only this time the images were twin 
obscenities. 

She danced a caricature of her act. Her body, to 
her, seemed old and flabby, the once-pert breasts 


moved but creakingly. The men groaned and cat- 
called with profanity, but Jean closed her ears to 


The final degradation was yet to come. 

Nick had been watching her dance with growing 
disgust. Now he bounded away with a snarl. He 
mounted the stool and held up his cane for silence. 
It took him a little time to quiet them, and at last 
he had their attention. Jean stood listlessly, head 
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hanging, her mind clouded by a vague fear. At first 
very little he said penetrated. 

“Now then, gents, we come to the goodies,” Nick 
said with an exaggerated wink. “This is where we 
really separate the men from the boys. Now we all 
understand what makes the world go round, don’t 
we, gents? And we know we get nothing for nothing 
in this old world. Now you’ve all seen what this little 
girl has to offer. So what am I bid?” 

Dead silence reigned for a long moment before a 
babble of voices rose. 

Unable to credit her hearing, Jean stood 
her apathetic thoughts trying to grapple with this 
new horror. Of all the tales she had been told of the 
blow-off none had prepared her for this. 

“All right, gents,” Nick was saying, flourishing his 
cane, “Let’s do this in a business-like manner, What 
am I bid?” 

His bright gaze slid to Jean and she knew, no mat- 
ter what unspeakable thing he demanded of her, 
she would do it. And not only through fear of what 
he might do to her, but because of what she had al- 
ready consented to do. By bestia Bi to work the blow- 
off, she had crossed an invisib aad ies was Nick’s 
creature. Her last hope had vanished wi th Mace. 
it any longer, Sos onl er one kar iad, Wek 
that she ceased to care. She stood passive, waiting 
patiently for what was to come. 

Nick’s proposal had visibly sobered the crowd. A 
me could be seen edging out. But enough stayed be- 

hind. Finally, under Nick’s expert urging, a man 
from those remaining. 

“Twenty dollars. I bid twenty dollars!” 

“Twenty dollars? Now gents, after all!” Nick said 
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in genial reproof. He raised his voice. “But that’s a 
start. Twenty dollars bid, gents. Who's next? Who'll 
up the ante? Surely we've got some real sports here 


Timidly the bidding continued. Soon in 
S PAA OiR BBA ASTEAN TRAAN KAS ani 


competitive. 

In a little while Nick’s voice sounded in triumph. 
“One hundred dollars! Do I hear more? Going once, 
going twice! Three times and done!” The cane sliced 
the air. “The bid goes to the gent in the blue suit 
for one hundred dollars!” 

The gent in the blue suit was the one with the wet 
eyes and slant jaw who had made the obscene sug- 
gestion with the cigarette. He ducked under the 

rope and lumbered toward Nick with a wad of bills 
clutched Si Bis had ‘Nidk iepged dows fom the 
stool and counted the money with a swift shuffle of 
his fingers. Then he turned to Jean with a flourish, 
He held out a few of the bills to her, 

“Here’s your cut, kiddo.” 

Jean made no move to touch the money. “Why 
are you doing this to me, Nick?” she asked dully. 
“To get even because of Mace?” 

“That's part of it, Jean,” he admitted cheerfully. 
“But mostly for the money, I don’t do anything un- 
eRe SS: RE. SS. FO, SAE DO Se 


“But you've never done this since Ive been with 
the show.” 

“Those other pigs weren't worth my time.” He dis- 
missed them with a shrug of contempt. “But you, 
now... With you, kiddo, we're in business.” 

A heavy hand fell on her arm and she felt a hot 
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breath along her neck. “Come along, girlie. I’ve paid 


my money, now come across!” 

Jean’s stomach heaved in revulsion. She tried to 
pull away but the man’s hand clamped around her 
wrist like a vise, He started to drag her toward the 


A voice bawled outside, “Shoo flies! The fuzz!” 

The cops. 

Nick breathed a curse and came up on his toes in 
readiness to flee but the tent was already swarming 
with uniformed police. _ 

A booming voice rose above the hubbub, “Every- 
body stay put! Just hang tight, now!” 

Most of the crowd was still present, evidently hav- 
ing stayed around to watch the biggest bidder claim 
his prize. Now they scattered like startled fowl for 
the sidewalls but the police threw a slowly tighten- 
ing cordon around the men, herding them toward 
the center of the tent. 

A heavy-set, gray-haired man in uniform pushed 
his way through the seething mass of men to the 
rope. His eyes found Jean at once. She glanced to- 
ward her wrapper lying a few feet away in the dust. 
Again she tried to pull away but her captor still 
held fast. ; 

The heavy-set man ducked under the rope and 
advanced toward her. His eyes were small and mean. 
His hairy nostrils twitched; his beefy face was red 
and sweating. 

Are they all red-faced and sweating; Jean won- 
dered without too much concern. For she felt a spurt 
of warm gratitude toward the man. She knew he 
was going to arrest her, yet jail was infinitely pre- 
‘ferable to the ordeal with the blue-suited man. 

“Well, now, what have we here?” The nostrils 
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twitched as his sleepy-eyed gaze moved avidly over 
her nude body. The slant-jawed bidder finally re- 
leased Jean and stood back. The officer came on 
until he stood a few feet away 

“Hell, Chief Barnes,” Nick sid with a sickly grin. 
“Remember me, Nick Diles 

Seid, aaar aAA aai aciak:aae ot 
sight. But his face had a stricken look and she 
aaaeei Wiha danih Aee hati aire ie 

a heavy fine. 


“Sure Chief. I was in your office Sunday. 

e A ENF o TO tng 
aoe Th A O A 
Seer rd 

yes, I even you could 

work your girls bare-assed naked.” The chief's glance 
moved to Jean once more. “But such shenanigans as 
this, 1. saro didn't: agree to. Aleit: you caroy’-goople 
got any decency at all 
Jean stirod. “Please, olioen” Sho gestured. “Could 
I have my wrapper?” 

Fe ee erry nian ragika had 
before. Just because I happen to be the law, don’t 
let that bother you none. 

Jean shivered. “I’m cold.” 

“That's too damned bad, lady,” he said bluntly. 
His gaze switched back to Nick. “No, Diles, I didn’t 
agree to nothing like this. So I think you and the 
little lady here better come along downtown.” 
Without warning the light went out. Some carny, 
ee et ee oe SeenON oP 
law, oe es eee 
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the spot where she had last seen her wrapper. She 
was lucky; she had it in one swoop. She struggled 
into it as she ran. 

The tent resounded with loud cries. The bull-like 
voice of the chief roared, “Don’t anybody movel Just 
stay put now until the lights are on again!” 
and sped toward the side wall, bouncing off one male 
body after another. Hands clutched at her but she 
tore away. Then she was under the wall and running 
a mist of tears. 

She ran at full speed toward the trailer fifty yards 
away. Before she was halfway there, she heard 
the pound of footsteps behind her. She looked back 
over her shoulder and saw the slant-jawed face of 
ft ad ete thee. sabe mn E 

The man caught her glance and bellowed happily, 
“Tm coming, girlie, I’m coming!” __ 

Jean tried to run faster. In her blind haste she 
tripped over a guy rope hidden in the tent shadow 
and went sprawling. She fell heavily on her back. 
The fall knocked the breath from her lungs. 

“Got’cha!” | 

Her pursuer landed athwart her with a winded 
grunt. The man’s weight was smothering. Spots 
danced before her eyes. In falling, the wrapper had 
come undone and the man’s groping hand found 
her breast. He squeezed brutally. His wet mouth 
found hers, His breath was foul. Moaning, Jean 
turned her head away. Then his fingers closed on the 
inside of her thigh like steel pincers. 

Jean thrashed about, to no avail. 

“Thought you'd get away, huh, girlie? Nobody gets 

137 





SEX DANCER 
away from Big Ben, least of all a dame,” he gloated. 
Fe pave yds i yr ly mien cen 

Ain't never paid a hundred dollars for a woman be- 
fore. You'd better be worth it, is all I can say!” 

As he talked, his fingers were crawling over her 
like ropy snakes. She was half-fainting from shame 
and the weltht of ile belly. She wanted nothing so 
eS Beem 

Then she felt him prying her legs apart. The 
thought of Whetibh wiukd:de ti her dl che. passed 
out galvanized her into action. She came to life 
spitting and clawing. She raked her fingers across 
his broad shoulder. Her nails sliced through his 
shirt like razor blades and she felt his flesh gather 
like mush under the nails. 

But he was equal to her. He grunted and seized 
era ae He stretched her 
arms up over har koad. gioding the bacio obér 
hands into the dirt. 

Jean fought silently. She was afraid to scream for 
help. A scream might alert the police who were cer- 
tainly searching for her by now. All at once she went 
limp, feigning defeat. 

Her attacker chuckled gleefully. “No dame is a 
match for Big Ben, girlie. Guess you know that now 

With all her strength Jean brought her knee up 
into his groin. The man wailed on an expulsion of 
breath. He went soft and flaccid, doubling over. 
His whines rose and fell in the night like those of 
a whipped hound. 

In a final burst of energy Jean threw him off and 
stumbled to her feet. In a staggering run she started 
again for the trailer. With every step she expected 
to hear him once more in pursuit but there was no 
sound except that of her own rasping breath. 
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moved away from the door. She prepared 
shower and stayed for a long time. Still she felt un- 


Jean grew still. Now Ties had those words come 
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from? Then she remembered. Miss Lowe, her old 
spoken the day before Jean was to leave for Holly- 
wood and the occasion was what Miss Lowe dry 
labeled, “a going-away talk.” 

tah ra Sed with a faint smile and let the memory 
ake hold. It amazed her how vivid and sharp the 
scene came back to her, 


It had been one of those crisp New Mexico autumn 
days with the air as clear as glass. Thunderheads, like 
fantastic hairdos, clustered about the distant moun- 
taintops. Soon there would be snow on those peaks 
and Jean experienced a pang at knowing she would 
not be there to see it. ne 

ing else; at times she doubted if the woman 
had a first name, 

Miss Lowe was a vigorous, flat-chested woman of 


years ago she had once applied 
nd, despairing of getting it off, had 
Monts a oka | Vg 


to a show-business bac 

“A mediocre talent is often a curse,” she repeated 
in her deep voice. “Because it keeps one eternally 
hanging around the fringes of success, feeding on 
dead hopes.” 


“But you told me I had talent,” Jean said with some 
alarm. 
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“Heavens, child, of course I did. And so you have.” 
She placed a strong hand on Jean’s arm. “You've 
youth and beauty and tenacity. And talent, naturally. 
But talent has to grow and mature if it’s ever to do a 
person any good. Youth and beauty fade away. Tena- 
city—ah, child, there’s the danger. If one hangs on 
tenaciously after the beauty’s gone and the talent’s 
stunted, that’s the tragedy! 

As they walked along in silence for a time, Jean's 
thoughts were troubled. Only a few days ago Miss 
Lowe had told Jean it was time she tried her wings on 
ia O Re 
Hollywood. Now these uieting remarks, 

“I know whereof I speak, Jean,” Miss Lowe said 
with wry bitterness, “I hung on long after everything 
was gone, even hope. I told myself all I ne to do 
was hang on until I got the big break. I resolved I 
would do anything for my chance at the big time. 
And I did, just about. All to no avail. And I passed 
up love... Twice, men wanted to marry me. Men 
who loved me and men I loved in return. But I asked 
them to wait. Just a little while. But neither one 
waited...” Her dark eyes flashed at Jean. “You 
wouldn’t believe I was ever loved by a man, would 
you, child?” 

Jean made a small sound of disagreement which 
the woman ignored. 

A DOR Ap One Se a ane 
opportunity that never came. And you know why it 


never came? I wasn’t good enough—it was that sim- 

ple. And I didn’t have the courage to admit it to 

myself.” The woman’s eyes burned with an intensity 

that was unsettling. “So what am I now? An old 

woman, doomed to finish out my life without hus- 

band or children, without love, teaching spindle- 
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shanked brats who have no more talent than a 
broomstick!” She hastened to add, “Oh, not you, 
child! You have talent, as much as I ever had at your 
age, God knows.” 

“Then why—” 

The woman's face softened into an understanding 
smile. “Why am I talking to you this way? Because I 
don’t want the same thing to ha to you that hap- 
pened to me. Because, child, if the time ever comes 
when you wake up to the realization that you'll do 
anything to succeed or when you're about to pass 
up a man you love, for God’s sake, hop off the band 
wagon before it’s too late. The first time you go all 
out—The first time you do just anything to further 
your career may seem difficult. But the second, third 
and fourth times—it gets easier every time, child!” 





In the nook Jean stirred. Her mouth was dry, her 
eyes burned, her body ached all over. But she knew 
what she had to do—at last she knew. She had lost 
Mace. But there was still time to get away before she 
lost herself, too, For she knew with stunning clarity 
that, if she stayed with the show, there would be a 
repetition of tonight. And each time it would be 
easier and easier. Just as Miss Lowe had told her. 

Jean got up, rinsed out the coffee pot and, finally 
turning on the lights but still refusing to look at her- 
self, tidied up the trailer. Then she put on her clothes 
and began to pack, She would stay in town tonight 
and tomorrow she would get the first bus out. The 
destination didn’t much matter at the moment. She 
could decide in the morning whether or not she 
would go home. She had a few hundred dollars in 
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traveler’s checks; the front office could send her 
back salary along whenever they felt like it. 

It was after two o'clock that morning when she left 
the trailer, carrying two suitcases. The carny was dark 
p a rA re iras r enea es 
veered aside on a sudden impulse. She walked to the 
back entrance of the show tent. 

Why not? Why not have one last look? 

With a self-conscious smile and a quick glance 
about to see if she was observed, she set the bags 
down and went in. The interior of the tent was dim, 
aiaa by a aoia Daa agang 
down the middle of 

The tent was empty, pat Yet, for an instant, 
she imagined she could hear the raucous voices of 
men, shrill whistles and thunderous applause. And, 
in spite of knowing it was past time for her to leave 
the show, in spite of the certainty of her decision to 
go, Jean experienced a sharp sense of loss. She was 


going to miss doing her act. 
With a rueful shake of the head she started out. 


a Tr eS een 
not alone. 





“Rsther!” 

Esther Townes was in slacks and, incongruously, | 
stilt-like high heels. “Nick’s in jail, Jean,” she said in a 
dead voice. “Did you know that?” 

“No, I didn’t, Esther,” Jean said uneasily. Her heart 
still raced from the sudden fright. She rallied. “And 
I couldn't care less!” 
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“He was arrested tonight.” 
“Wouldn't you say he had it coming to him?” 

her cigarette, 


Esther dropped evr 
r ediren a tox eee face into 
the oe sucked in her breath. The woman's 


“My God, Esther, your poor fel Tm so sony” 
Jean said in genuine compassion. Involuntarily she 
reached out toward the ruined face. 

Esther drew away. “You're the one who's supposed 
to be in jail,” she said tonelessly. 

Suddenly Jean knew. “Then it was you who called 
the police. Why, Esther? To get even with Nick for 
beating you? Not that I blame you for that but—” 

“Not to get back at Nick. You're the one.” 

“Me? Why me, Esther? I've done nothing to you.” 

“You've done everything to me!” Hate brought life 
to the woman's face, a hate so naked and violent 
that Jean recoiled from it. 

“That's not true, Esther, I've done nothing to harm 
you, she cried. 
se ae ee ine Se the hom Then you 

“Nick? You can have him and welcome!” 

“Then you took my place in the blow-off,” Esther 
continued relentlessly. 

“The blow-off?” Jean made a sound of disgust. 
“Why on earth would you want...Do you know 
what happened there tonight?” 

“I know,” Esther said. “One night last season I 
got a hundred dollars, too,” 

Jean stared. “And you're actually proud of it?” 
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“Why not? It’s proof I'm a woman. It shows some- 
body wants me.” 

“Wants you? Wants youl You can say the same 
for any two-dollar prostie on Main Street.” 

Esther’s battered features stretched wide in a gro- 
tesque grin. “You didn’t seem to think that earlier 
tonight.” 

“I was forced—" 

“Forced?” Esther's laughter held an edge of hys- 


teria. 

Jean felt a tide of color mount to her face. She 
said stiffly, “Whatever the reason, it’s over and done 
with and 'm—” 
ing to woman? She started to push past. Esther, 
her face ugly, shoved her back roughly. 

“Oh, no, you're not! I did it to pay you back but 
Nick got caught, instead. You're one of those people 

vho can do anything and get off scot-free,” Esther 
raged. “But not this time. I'll see to that!” 

Jean laughed shortly. “Scot-free? Oh, Esther, if 
you only knew!” 

But the woman was beyond the point of reason. 
Once more Jean tried to push past and Esther 
shoved her again, harder this time, and Jean went 
sprawling. | 

The events of the night crashed in on Jean. And 
the feeling of despair and shame she had suffered 
earlier now turned into blazing anger. She had taken 
enough for one day. 

She leaped up and charged at Esther. The wom- 
an jerked off a shoe and began to beat Jean across 
the head and shoulders with it. The spiked heel bit 
cruelly into Jean’s flesh. She covered as best she 
could and tried to escape with Esther in relentless 
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pursuit. Jean retreated until she backed into the 
center 

Her rage flared anew. This was abuse heaped on 
abuse 

She closed with the woman. She got a good grip 
on Esther’s arm and twisted. With a yelp of pain 
Esther dropped the shoe. They clashed together and 
0 A nh al ar Ma Phra a 


Jean’s fury made her the woman’s saat With a 
primitive sense of triumph she felt Esther weakening. 

Then, as she had done once before, Esther tripped 
her and they fell together. Jean’s grip was broken. 





Dear God, Jean thought in disgust, am I doomed 
Oe eo eke Ger ke ee eT ee 
took the edge from her anger and for a fractional 
instant she relaxed—relaxed just enough for Esther 
to slip free, Esther's fist lashed out, dealing Jean a 
Seg eek ie oe Jean’s head 
sna with stunning force against the steel- 
encased base of the center pole. 

Half-dazed, she tried to roll away. Esther scram- 
bled after her on hands and knees, One foot got 
entangled in a partially submerged electric cable. 
With a a strangled curse, Esther gave her foot a 
jerk. There was a shower of sparks and the single 
light went out, to be replaced immediately by a red- 
dish glow. Jean saw a flame like a fiery snake, speed- 
ing along through the shavings. | 

Jean got to her knees as the fire flared brighter, 
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throwing a weird glow over the scene. She pointed 
to the flames and tried to attract Esther's attention. 
But it was clear Esther was too intent on destruc- 
tion to be concerned with anything else. 

Jean started to pull herself up, but Esther sprang 
from all fours like an animal attacking. Her body 
hit Jean midway of the thighs and Jean crashed back 
into the seats. Again she struck her head, this time 
on a seat stanchion. And sudden darkness, like a 
3 ater Se Ses 1a pies Pak peor 
Esther, the tent, the flames—all vanished, sucked 
down in a spinning vortex of blackness. 

When Jean regained consciousness, she felt heat 
on her skin and the taste of smoke in her mouth. 
Her eyelids seemed weighted shut. Finally she man- 
eek YO: OCH IE Ayer upori A Senet Ee ee 
Esther, apparently, had vanished. All four canvas 
walls were ablaze and Jean realized she was ringed 
with fire, The seats had not yet caught but she knew 
it would not be long before they, too, would be con- 
sumed by the holocaust. The ground was veined by 
advancing streams of fire, The air was heavy, the 
flames feeding greedily on the oxygen. 

Jean got to her feet and took a few stumbling steps. 
Her lungs filled with smoke, The noise of the fire 
roared in her head; pain chopped at her skull like 
dull knives. She fell again. 

She could not have been out more than a minute 
or two but, when she opened her eyes a second time, 

flames were much higher. They sounded like 
exploding strings of giant firecrackers. 

She raised up and saw a huge, white, wheeled 
monster charging down the aisle between the seats. 
It was coming right at her with a popping roar. Jean 
fell back and the pain burst in her head. 
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As consciousness faded again, she had the strange 
sensation of soaring off the ground, as a kite takes 
flight in an updraft of heated air. 
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WHEN she came to a third time she was in a hospi- 
tal bed. A fresh-faced, white-uniformed doctor hov- 
ered over her and starched nurses rustled in the 
background. The doctor shushed her when she tried 
to speak. 

The next day she was allowed to talk but even 
then she learned very little. She had been brought to 
the hospital in an ambulance. She was suffering from 
a mild concussion, minor burns and asphyxiation. 
They could tell her nothing of the carny, except it 
had not burned to the ground. It was still operating. 

Not until Cathy Reardon came to see her did Jean 
learn what had happened. Cathy was awash with 
news. 

“Honey, you're the talk of the carny. Nothing as 
exciting has happened since the last blowdown.” 

Jean smiled wanly. “Fill me in, Cathy. I'm afraid 
I’m not too clear about it all.” 

“Well, let’s see now. The tent had been burning 
for some time, I guess, before we found that you 
were inside. We were all gathered around, you see,” 
Cathy said with relish, “all doing what we could to 
save the tent but there wasn’t much to be done.” 

“The fire department was late?” 
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“Townies!” Cathy said with withering contempt. 
“Of course, they would like to have seen the carny 
burn to the ground. Well, anyway—by the time some- 
body stumbled over your bags behind the tent, it 
looked like it was too late. But that drome rider—” 

Jean sat up. “Mace?” 

“Yeah, honey, that’s the one.” Cathy said, nodding 
vigorously. “He snatched the motorcycle down off 
the rollers on the drome bally, started it up, wet it 
and himself down good, and rode right through that 
burning sidewall. I tell you—” Cathy shivered from 
remembered delight and terror—“We all thought he 
was a goner, too. But before you could say scat, he 
came tearing back out with you draped across the 
handle bars, honey. Your dress was on fire and he 
was scorching a little but nothing that we couldn’t 
put out. Then an ambulance came, and zoom, away 
you went. Don’t you remember any of that, honey?” 

“I'm afraid not, Cathy,” Jean said faintly. She was 
silent a moment. Then: “And Esther? What about 
Esther?” 

“Esther? What about Esther, honey? Oh—you 

about her leaving the carny?” Cathy’s stare 
er opelenie te uzzled. “But how did you know about that?” 

“Oh. ” Jean made a vague gesture. “You'll have 
to forgive ma; Cathy I guess Im still a little mixed 


E What purpose would it serve to involve Esther? 
Jean thought. The woman had suffered enough. 

“And Nick?” 

“Nick went to jail. Oh, you already knew that, I 
suppose. You were sure lucky to get out of that jam, 
honey.” Cathy giggled. “Nick paid a whopping fine 
and they let him out the next day. But the show’s 
out of business until we get a new tent. . 
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And Mace? Jean asked herself. Why hasn't he 
been to see me? For a second Jean was postive she 
had spoken aloud but Cathy was rattling on un- 


Cathy was the first carny to visit her. During the 
following days the others came in ones and twos. 
Some she knew, some she did not. They all came but 
Nick and Mace, Nick’s absence she could under- 
stand, but Mace... 

None of the carnies spoke of Mace to Jean. It 
seemed they avoided mentioning his name by com- 
mon consent, And out of her wounded pride, Jean 
did not ask about him. 

In time she reached the only logical conclusion. 
Mace had saved her life and he figured that was 
ample repayment for any debt he owed her. Now 
he had washed his hands of her for good. 

The doctor gave orders for Jean to stay in the hos- 
pital until Monday to give him time to make sure the 
concussion was no more severe than he had diag- 
nosed. But the carny teardown was that Saturday 
night. Jean had no intention of returning to the show 
but she had to see Mace and thank him for saving 
her life, She owed him that much. 

She argued all day Saturday before she finally 
got permission to leave the hospital. Even so, it was 
after ten before she walked into the pitch and burn | 
of the carny night. | 

She felt a leap of gladness as she stepped onto the 
lot. It was as though she was coming home after a 
long absence. She steeled herself against the feeling. 
She was through with the carny. Or, more accurately, 
the carny was through with her. 

Across the midway were the blackened remains of 
the show tent. The bally platform, the ticket box and 
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Se ee ene ee The 
banners with their mammoth nudes stre 

the aight iiy withousa tent belitba then biougtit 
a grin to Jean’s lips. 

A WAS OOP mags eee heen 
abr hed loft the for good. 

M e camy 

Her step quickened. She was all out of breath when 
she stopped before the box. The ticket seller was a 
man she knew slightly. 

The man glanced down at her with a welcoming 
smile. “Jeanie! Hey, you're just in time for the trick 
riding. Why don’t you go on up?” 

She swallowed. “But where’s—” 

“Go on,” he urged. “Hurry up or youl miss it.” 

Jean ran past him and up the steps. As she neared 
the top, the drome shook with a crescendo of 
mechanical roars which died, then burst into sound 
again. Jean forced her way through the crowd to the 
+i of Ye ib and locked Siw. One cycle was 
half-way up the wall. The riders head lifted and 
Jean saw his face, 

It was Mace, 

Jean let her breath go with a sigh and sagged 
against the wooden railing, her hands gripping it with 
all her strength. 

Higher and higher the cycle came, spiraling ever, 
ever nearer until it was spinning around within arm’s 
reach of the safety cable. Each time the cycle whirled 
past, there was a blast of hot air like a furnace breath. 

And now Mace was dipping downward again, his 
hands off the handle bars, circling as easily, as 
beautifully, as a bird in flight. Now he had settee 
positions and was riding backward, his arms crossed. 
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Mace glanced up and saw her, His quick, sweet 
smile glinted. He uncrossed his arms and waved. 

He zipped through the rest of the performance 
with ease and assurance. When it was finished, he 
drew a hearty round of applause. On the floor of the 
drome he bowed twice, smiling. 

After the show Jean lingered on the galley. Soon 
she was alone. Then he was coming down the cat- 
walk, tall and lean and as white as a snow god in 

is uniform. He walked with a new confidence that 
skirted arrogance. 

He stopped before her, his glance sliding away. He 
scuffed his foot in sudden shyness. “Hi, tiger,” he 
said diffidently. “How are you?” 

‘Tm fine, Mace,” she said over the hot pounding of 
her heart. 

“That’s good. That’s wonderful.” 

“I'm glad for you, Mace,” she said simply, indi- 
cating the pit with a nod, | 

“Yeah, yeah. Me, too.” He broke into a laugh, then 
scrubbed at his mouth with the back of his hand. 
“Tt wasn't so bad. It was all in my mind, anyway.” 

“I didn’t see Lita tonight.” 

“Oh, she quit on us.” He grinned. “Now get this— 
she’s going into Nick’s new show. The star attraction.” 

“Yeah. Seems she always had an itch to work the 
girlie show.” He sobered. “It’s all right, isn’t it, tiger? 
I assumed, since your bags had been packed and all, 
that you weren't going back to Nick and the show. 
That's why I didn’t come to see you in the hospital. 
I wanted you to make up your own mind. Did you?” 

“I did, Mace. I'm not going back to Nicks show.” 

“That’s good.” His breath left him in a sigh. “Tm 
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onner Bedrogen Al's retiring, like 
VWannne to do all along.” 

"Tim glad for you, Maco,” she said again. 

“The thing is,” he said with a straight face, “I need 
a girl for the lion act.” 

ee e ee oe 
groped for his meaning. 

She boa ose Tig idea of changing places 

to 

with Lita struck her as hilarious. In a moment she 
nai iia hied laughter Mao as 

When she could get her breath, Jean said, “You 
sure you want me, Mace, after all that’s happened?” 
shod ballgerentiy. “want you, peiod” he said 

ost geren want you, 

It was enough. It was more than enough. She 


She hadn't yet thanked him for saying her life. There 

were many things she wanted to say to him, but there 

would be time for that. 

ho moddod. “Wall. Ho sighed an uty, an 
nodded. A ARD Ain Oa 

rubbed his hands on the white riding breech 

buy the coffee. How about it, tiger?” 
“Coffee will be fine, Mace,” she said gravely. 
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SHE DID THE |; 


SEXIEST |à 
SHOW IN TOWN | ° 


Jean's long-limbed, voluptuous body had 
the hot, slow movement that scorches men’s emotions. She 
hadn't beaten down the doors of Hollywood ... but some day 
she would return end hit the jackpot ... big! In the meantime, 
she stormed every town the show played, causing pulses to 
throb feverishly as she went into her tantalizing, torrid, sinu- 
ous act, Haughty, disdainful, she warded off every advance 
with icy detachment... her sights still set on goals that only 
the glamor of Hollywood could fulfill. Even her affair with 
Nick Diles, manager of the show, was strictly business-as— 
far as she was concerned. 





And then Mace Stranger joined the show—Mace, who had 
been a daredevil motorcycle driver until his nerve broke 
and his high-living, woman-loving manhood shattered. But 
Mace could still stir a woman... stir her to passions long 
dormant, stir her to hot flames of desire leaping in her blood. 
Under Mace's spell Jean turned her act and her body into a 
dancing fire of lustful promise—renewing his quiescent male 
needs — and driving Nick to frenzied jealousy. In wild, re- 
vengetul retaliation, Nick attempted to force Jean into 
depraved after-the-show “customer relations” and started a 
blazing chain reaction that no one could stop... 


IN THIS BUSINESS — 
“CUSTOMER-RELATIONS” MEANT ONLY ONE THING! 


LITHO'D IN CANADA 
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